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THE DON FLOWS HOME 
TO THE SEA 



VOLUME ONE 

Synopsis 

In ITS full canvas The Don Flows Horne to the Sea presents a 
rich and teeming panorama of the struggle between the insurgent 
Don cossacks, their sympathies tied by the design of tradition 
to the old White regime, and the still far from consolidated 
Soviet government. Against this vast background—of murder 
hate and sudden mercy ; of attack and counter-attack ; of hard- 
won occupation and swift, costly retreat, that emptied the blood 
of so many thousands into the Don—there is related in particular 
the story of one family, the Melekhovs, and of the influence upon 
that family of one man, Mikhail Koshevoi. 

Fighting hard and bitterly in the White Cossack insurgent 
ranks are the two Melekhov sons, Piotra and Gregor, who— 
though of peasant stock—are rewarded for their loyal and cour¬ 
ageous service with regimental commands. 

From the same village of Tatarsk comes Mikhail Koshevoi, 
a friend of Gregor’s from earliest days and a welcome courtier 
to Gregor’s sister, Dunia. In character, however, he bears no 
resemblance to Gregor Melekhov, being a zealous and unremit¬ 
ting communist sympathizer who has sacrificed to his ideal 
every personal scruple and affection. 

Ostensibly as an answer to his mother’s appeals, but more 
because of their distrust of him, the commanders of the insurgent 
Cossacks refuse to allow Koshevoi’s service in the defence of the 
Don, and they send him back as a drover to the hundreds of 
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Cossack stallions inspected annually on the grazing-grounds 
below Kargin. But here his life is continually in danger from 
the anti-Red Don cossacks, and finally he escapes back to 
Vieshenska. In this town he meets a fellow-villager from 
Tatarsk : one Stepan Astakhov, recently returned from hospital 
in Germany and now planning a reconciliation with his wife, 
Aksinia. 

Aksinia Astakhova has for some time past been working as 
maid to the wealthy land-owning family of Listnitsky. To the 
son, Eugene, she has surrendered herself : but mostly out of 
bitterness after the cruel and lonely life she has formerly led with 
her husband, and in the sad memory of the fleeting moments of 
bliss she has known with the one man for whom she cares 
passionately : Gregor Melekhov. 

At first she refuses Stepan’s pica to her to return, but when 
Eugene Listnitsky brings home his bride she broken-heartedly 
returns to her husband. 

alt 

Late in 1917, the Reds make a successful break-through in the 
territory of the Upper Don owing to the connivance of Yakov 
Fomin, leader of an insurgent Cossack regiment but with ill-con¬ 
cealed Red sympathies that are not without their influence on 
Piotra Melekhov. Observing the growing communist feeling in 
his own particular regiment, Piotra has been painting himself 
before his men as a secret Red sympathizer, sparing the Red 
prisoners and openly speaking in favour of the communist 
ideology. 

This diplomatic move has its use when he flees home to Tatarsk 
on realizing that his men can hold out no longer before the 
advancing Red army. Little time passes before the Reds are 
occupying Tatarsk ; and although they take no measures against 
Piotra they surreptitiously plan to murder his brother, Gregor, 
one of the most feared of all their opponents. 

Gregor, however, is warned in time and hides on the Donside 
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until the front has passed behind Tatarsk. He then returns 
home, but only to find that a Soviet government has been set 
up in the village at the instigation of—among others—his old 
comrade, Mikhail Koshevoi. Former friendship means nothing 
to Koshevoi when he confronts an enemy of the Soviet, and his 
threats compel Gregor to go once more into hiding. 

Mikhail Koshevoi proves himself‘without mercy towards the 
insurgent cossacks who have so long threatened the very existence 
of the Soviet. His prisoners are cold-bloodedly shot (among 
them the father of Natalia Melekhova, Gregorys wife and the 
mother of his two children) and wholesale arrest of the insurgent 
sympathizers in Tatarsk goes on until there is revolt throughout 
the region against Koshevoi’s harsh conception of Soviet govern¬ 
ment. The rising spreads, and in a skirmish Piotra Melekhov’s 
regiment is forced to surrender. Koshevoi promises to spare 
all who give up their ams, but so great is his hatred that when 
he comes face to face with the unarmed Piotra he shoots him 
where he stands. 

sjc jjt >;c 

Attack and counter-attack drag out the weary, empty days 
and no passing moment of peace blesses the Donside lands or 
those who used to till them. Only once does Gregor, meeting 
Aksinia, feel his youthful love and joy stir again in him, but after 
one night of reunion he is called away to service. 

A party of Red prisoners is being driven on over the Don lands 
under the blows of their guards and the tortures of the local 
people. They are forced to run the gauntlet of the Don villages, 
none of which has failed to lose its husbands and sons beneath 
the wheel of the former Red advance. Those of the prisoners 
who survive that long are finally flung down in thp streets of 
Tatarsk, where Daria, the widow of Piotra Melekhov, coming 
upon her kinsman Ivan Alexievich amongst their number, and 
believing that he was responsible for her husband's murder, 
shoots dead the blind, bleeding figure that sways before her. 
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The Red forces press back the insurgent divisions along the 
whole front, and the Melekhov household are forced to abandon 
the farm, only the mother, old Ilinichna, remaining behind. 
Mikhail Koshevoi returns to Tatarsk, setting fire to the house 
of every priest, ataman and landowner, and, in a quarrel with 
Grishaka, Natalia Melekhova's grandfather, he shoots the old 
man dead. He calls at the Melekhovs in the hope of seeing 
Dunia, but she has fled with the others across the Don. 

Once again the Reds occupy Tatarsk, although by now little 
is left to the once happy and industrious village except its name. 
But Gregor, returning and rounding up the fleeing people of 
the district, is able to join up with the other insurgent forces and 
once more re-claim his native place from the Soviet power. 

In Vieshenska Gregor visits the Astakhovs, and that evening 
Aksinia Astakhova sits between husband and lover, supported 
only by the superb courage and self-sufliciency that years of 
suffering have given her. Gregor knows—informed by the 
unspoken admissions that charge the silence of the little room— 
that Stepan Astakhov realizes the relation between his wife and 
Gregor and will do nothing. 

Recalled to Tatarsk for staff consultations, Gregor visits his 
family. Coldly, fiercely, he tells his sister Dunia that she must 
forget Mikhail Koshevoi and see him no more, for already he 
has murdered three of the family, has killed one brother and 
resolutely sought the life of another. But to Dunia, as to all 
who bow before a passion that is greater than themselves, Gregor’s 
words are but an unmerited insult to which she replies with an 
equally cold determination. 

The meal is over, the sun has almost set, and Gregor comes 
in from helping his father in the fields. Alone in the room he 
finds his wife, Natalia, and suddenly he sees her as once he did : 
as the girl he loved and the mother who suffered for him. The 
strange and sudden tenderness that possesses him bids him 
caress her with a passion for the first time unspoilt by the pres- 
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ence of Aksinia. Holding each other’s hands they sit on, almost 
forgetting that on the morrow Gregor returns to his regiment 
at the front. 

« ❖ 

It was here that Volume One of the Readers’ Union edition of 
Mikhail Sholokhov’s saga closed. In this second volume we 
trace to an end the ravelled skeins of the Melekhov family : we 
keep company with them as happiness raises them and grief 
desolates every dream and hope. We see everything . . . what 
befalls the old people—crafty, resourceful Pantaleimon and the 
almost epic Ilinichna—and those who have wedded into the 
Melekhovs : Daria, the wanton, who shot her kinsman and 
washed away the deed in vodka ; Natalia, who has borne two 
children to a husband whose love she had never won . . . how 
Dunia plays her life in the love she bears the murderer, Mikhail 
Koshevoi . . . how the beautiful enigma, Gregor Melekhov, 
takes Aksinia with him to a salvation we cannot doubt . . . and 
how, ceaselessly flowing, the Don finds its home in the sea. 

P.G. 
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CHAPTER I 

§l§ 

FIGHTING WAS going on around the approaches to the district 
centre of Ust-Miedvieditsa. Gregor first caught the muffled 
sound of gunfire as he turned off the summer track on to the 
Hetman’s Plighroad. 

All along the highroad the traces of the Reds’ hurried retreat 
were visible. He came across numerous abandoned two¬ 
wheeled carts and britchkas. In a ravine beyond a hamlet stood 
a gun with its axle shattered by a shell and with its barrel twisted. 
The traces to the swinging-trees of the limber had been slashed 
obliquely. Half a mile from the ravine, in salt marshes, on 
stunted, sunburnt grass, soldiers’ bodies in khaki shirts and 
trousers, with puttees and heavy, ironshod boots, were lying in 
swathes. They were Red Army men who had been overtaken 
and sabred by the cossack cavalry. As Gregor rode past he 
could easily tell this from the blood dried copiously on the 
shrivelled shirts, and by the position of the bodies. They lay 
like scythed grass. The cossacks had not stripped their clothing 
off them, probably because they had continued the pursuit. 

A cossack was lying close to a bush of hawthorn. The red 
stripes showed rustily on his widely-flung legs. A little way off 
lay a light bay horse, saddled with an ancient type of saddle, the 
pommels painted with ochre. 

Gregor’s and Prokhor’s horses were growing tired. It was 
time they had a feed, but Gregor did not feel like halting in a 
spot where a fight had recently taken place. He rode on nearly 
a mile farther, dropped down into a ravine, and halted his horse. 
A little way off he could see a pond with a dam washed away 
down to the foundations. Prokhor rode towards the crumbling 
and cracking edges of the pond, but suddenly turned back. 
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What’s the matter ? ” Gregor asked. 

“ Ride closer and look ! ” 

Gregor rode his horse towards the dam. A dead woman 
was lying in the mud. Her face was covered with the lower 
edge of her blue skirt. Her full white legs, with sunburnt 
calves and dimpled at the knees, were straddled shamelessly 
and horribly. Her left arm was twisted behind her back. 

Gregor hurriedly dismounted, took off his cap, stooped, and 
pulled the dead woman’s skirt down over her body. Her 
youthful, swarthy face was handsome even in death. Under 
her painfully-knitted brows the half-closed eyes gleamed faintly. 
In the grin of her softly-outlined mouth the clenched, close 
teeth shone like mother-of-pearl. A fine strand of hair hung 
over the cheek pressed to the grass. And over this cheek, which 
death was already tingeing with fugitive, saffron yellow shades, 
fussy ants were crawling. 

“ The beauty the sons of bitches have destroyed ! ” Prokhor 
said in an undertone. He was silent for a good minute, then he 
spat fiercely : 

“I’d put such . . . such clever scum against a wall ! Let’s 
get on, for Christ’s sake ! I can’t stand looking at her. It makes 
my heart turn over.” 

“ Don’t you think we might bury her ? ” Gregor asked. 

“ Why, have we got to bury all the dead we come across ? ” 
Prokhor objected. “ Wc buried some old gaffer at Yagodnoe, 
and now there’s this woman. ... If we’re going to bury them 
all we shan’t have enough callouses on our hands ! And what 
are we going to dig a grave with ? You can’t do it with a sabre, 
brother ; the earth’s baked hard with the heat for a good two 
feet down.” 

He was in such a hurry to get away that he caught the toe 
of his boot in the stirrup. 

Once more they rode up the hill, and then Prokhor, who 
had been concentratedly pondering over something, asked 
Gregor : 

“ What do you think, Pantalievich ? Haven’t we poured out 
enough blood on the earth ? ” 

“ Pretty well! ” 

“ But what do you think, will it be finished soon ? ” 
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“ It’ll finish when they’ve smashed us.” 

“ Well, it’s a gay life we’ve run into, the devil be praised ! 
Perhaps the sooner they smash us the better. In the German 
war a man would shoot off his own finger and they’d let him go 
home. But now you could tear all your hand off and they’d 
still make you serve. They take the halt, the maimed, the blind ; 
they tal^e the ruptured, they take all sorts of scum, so long as 
they can toddle on their two legs. Is that the way to bring 
the war to an end ? May they all be damned ! ” Prokhor said 
in despair and, turning off the road, he dismounted, muttering 
something in an undertone, and began to loosen his horse’s 
saddle girths. 

§ 2 § 

After nightfall they arrived at a hamlet situated not far from 
Ust-Miedvieditsa. A picket of the third regiment, posted on 
the outskirts of the village, held them up, but, recognizing their 
divisional commander by his voice, the cossacks reported that 
the divisional staff' was situated in this very village, and that the 
chief of staff, captain Kopylov, was expecting him any minute. 
The garrulous outpost commander detailed a cossack to lead 
Gregor to the staff, and added as his final word : 

“ They’ve taken up very strong positions, Gregor Pantalievich, 
and I don’t suppose we shall be taking Ust-Miedvieditsa for a 
long time. And then, of course, who knows. . . . We’ve got 
sufficient troops, too. They say British troops are arriving 
from Morozovsky. Have you heard anything about it ” 

“ No,” Gregor answered as he touched up his horse. 

At the house occupied by the staff' the shutters were closed 
and fastened. Gregor thought there was nobody in the house 
but, as he went into the corridor, he heard muffled, excited 
talk. After the darkness outside the light of the large lamp 
hanging from the ceiling of the best room blinded him ; a thick 
and pungent smell of tobacco smoke tickled his nostrils. 

“ So here you are at last 1 ” Kopylov said in delight, appearing 
unexpectedly out of the blue cloud of smoke billowing above the 
table. “ We’ve been a long time waiting for you, brother ! ” 

Gregor greeted everybody, took off his cap and greatcoat and 
went to the table. 
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YouVe smoked out the place ! It^s impossible to breathe ! 
Open just one little window ! he said, frowning. 

Kharlampyi Yermakov, who was sitting beside Kopylov, 
smiled and retorted : 

** But our noses have got used to it, and we don’t even notice 
it.” Pushing out a window-pane with his elbow, he flung 
open the shutter. 

The fresh night air burst into the room. The lamp flame 
flared up and went out. 

Well, there’s good management for you ! What did you 
push the pane out for ? ” Kopylov said discontentedly, rummag¬ 
ing over the table with his hands. ‘‘ Who’s got any matches ? 
Carefully, there’s a pot of ink right by the map.” 

They lit the lamp, covered the hole in the window, and Kopylov 
hurriedly began to explain : 

“ At the present moment the situation at the front, comrade 
Melekhov, is as follows : the Reds are holding Ust-Miedvieditsa, 
covering it on three sides with forces numbering approximately 
four thousand bayonets. They have sufiicient artillery and 
machine-guns. They’ve dug trenches around the monastery and 
in several other places. They occupy the Donside heights. 
And as for their positions, well, I won’t say they’re inaccessible, 
but in any case they’re decidedly difficult to take. On our side, 
in addition to the divisions commanded by general Fitzhelaurov 
and two officers’ storm detachments, Bogatiriev’s sixth brigade 
and our first division have arrived. But the division isn’t up to 
its full strength ; the infantry regiment is missing, it’s still 
somewhere near Ust-Khopersk; but the cavalry have all 
arrived, though the squadrons are far from being up to full 
strength.” 

‘'For instance, in my regiment the third squadron numbers 
only thirty-eight cossacks,” said the commander of the fourth 
regiment, cornet Dudariev. 

“ And how many were there originally ? ” Yermakov 
asked. 

“ Ninety-one.” 

“ Why did you allow the squadron to break up ? What sort 
of commander d’you call yourself ? ” Gregor asked, frowning 
and drumming his fingers on the table. 
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“Well, who's going to hold them back? They scattered 
through the villages, rode off to see their folk. But they'll be 
dribbling back again soon. Three arrived to-day." 

Kopylov pushed the map across to Gregor, Pointing with 
his index finger, he showed the disposition of forces, and went 
on : 

“ We haven't made any attack yet. The second regiment 
advanced on foot against this sector yesterday, but without 
success." 

“ With great losses ? " 

“ According to the regimental commander's report, yesterday 
he lost twenty-six men killed and wounded. Now for the 
relative state of the forces. We've got the numerical superiority, 
but we haven’t sufficient machine-guns to support an infantry 
attack, and the situation in regard to the supply of shells is bad. 
The Commander of our supplies commissariat has promised us 
four hundred shells and 150,000 cartridges as soon as they're 
brought up. But that's when they're brought up, whereas we've 
got to attack to-morrow, so general Fitzhelaurov has ordered. 
He proposes that we should allocate a regiment to support the 
storm detachments. They went into the attack four times 
yesterday, and suffered enormous losses. I must say they 
fought like devils ! Well, and Fitzhelaurov proposes that we 
should strengthen the right ffank and transfer the attack to this 
point here. D'you see ? Here the terrain makes it possible 
to approach within seven hundred to a thousand feet of the 
enemy's lines. And, as it happens, his adjutant has only just 
ridden off. He brought me and you oral instructions to go to 
general Fitzhelaurov's staff to-morrow morning at six for a 
conference on the co-ordination of operations. He and his staff 
are in Bolshoi Senin hamlet at present. The task consists in 
immediately driving the enemy back, before his reinforcements 
arrive from Serebryakovo station. On the farther side of the 
Don our forces are not displaying very great activity. . . . The 
fourth division has crossed the Khoper, but the Reds have 
thrown out strong covering forces and are obstinately holding the 
roads to the railway. But meantime they've thrown a pontoon 
bridge across the Don and are removing equipment and reserves 
from Ust-Miedvieditsa as fast as they can." 
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“ The Cossacks are saying that the Allies are on the way. 
Is that true } 

“ There’s a rumour that several English batteries and tanks 
are on their way from Chernyshevsky. But this is the question : 
how are these tanks going to cross the Don ? In my opinion 
it’s only talk in regard to the tanks. That sort of talk has been 
going around for some time. ...” 

There was a long silence in the room. 

Kopylov unbuttoned his brown officer’s tunic, rested his puffy, 
scrubby cheeks on his hands, and long and reflectively chewed a 
dead cigarette. His wide-set, round, dark eyes were half-closed 
with weariness, his handsome face was marred by the traces of 
sleepless nights. 

At one time this man had been a teacher in a day Church 
school, but on Sundays he had been the guest of merchants 
in the district, and had played cards for small stakes with the 
merchants and their wives ; he had played the guitar well, and 
had been a gay, sociable young man. Then he had married a 
young woman teacher, and he would have gone on living in the 
district centre and doubtless would have worked until he retired 
on a pension, but during the Great War he had been called up for 
service. After training in a Junkers’ Military College he had been 
sent with one of the cossack regiments to the front. The war 
did not change his character and appearance at all. There was 
something inoffensive, fundamentally civilian about his full, 
short figure, his good-natured face, the way he carried his sword, 
the vv^ay he addressed subordinates. His voice lacked the 
metallic tone of command characteristic of the soldier ; he wore 
his officer’s uniform like a sack ; despite all his three years at the 
front he had never acquired a military bearing and trim. All 
his looks betokened a man who was in the war by accident. 
He was more like a stout burgher dressed in officer’s uniform 
than a genuine officer, yet the cossacks had great respect for him, 
and listened to what he said at staff conferences. The insurgent 
command greatly esteemed his sober mind, his easy-going char¬ 
acter and undemonstrative bravery, which he had often proved 
in battle. 

Gregor’s previous chief of staff had been the illiterate and 
ignorant ensign Kruzhilin. Kruzhilin had been killed in one 
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of the battles on the Chira, and when Kopylov took over the 
staff he carried out his duties intelligently, prudently, and 
with success. He sat as conscientiously in the staff, planning 
operations, as he had once sat over the correction of pupils’ 
exercise books. Yet, when required, at Gregor’s first word 
he left the staff to look after itself, mounted a horse and, taking 
over the command of a regiment, led it into battle. 

At first Gregor had been a little prejudiced against his new 
chief of staff ; but in the course of a couple of months he came 
to know him better, and one day after a battle told him frankly : 

“ I thought pretty poorly of you, Kopylov, but now I see 
I was wrong ; so what I ask you is, overlook it if you can.” 

Kopylov smiled and made no answer, but he was obviously 
flattered by this decidedly boorish confession. 

He lacked all desire for fame and possessed no fixed political 
views, and his attitude to the war was that it was a necessary 
evil, and he did not expect its speedy end. So now he was 
not considering how to develop operations for the capture of 
Ust-Miedvieditsa, but was recalling his people at home, his 
native village and, thinking it would be a good idea to gallop 
home on leave for a month or six weeks. . . . 

Gregor gazed long at Kopylov, then rose to his feet. 

“ Well, brothers and atamans, let’s go to our quarters and 
sleep. There’s no point in sitting here racking our brains over 
the capture of Ust-Miedvieditsa. The generals will think and 
decide for us now. We’ll ride off to Fitzhelaurov to-morrow ; 
let him teach us intelligence and sense, poor wretch ! But this 
is what I think in regard to the second regiment : we’ve still 
got the authority, and I think it would be best to degrade regi¬ 
mental commander Dudariev, stripping him of his rank and 
titles. ...” 

“ And his ration of porridge,” Yermakov interrupted. 

“ No, I’m not joking,” Gregor went on. “ We must reduce 
him this very day to the rank of squadron commander, and send 
Kharlampyi as commander of the regiment. You go off at once, 
Yermakov, take over the regiment and wait for our instructions 
to-morrow morning. Kopylov will write out the order for 
Dudariev’s degradation at once, you can take it with you. Du¬ 
dariev will never manage a regiment. He’s got no sense at all, 
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and I’m afraid he might expose the cossacks to a fresh blow. 
You know what infantry fighting is. . . . It’s easy enough 
then to risk your men’s lives, if the commander doesn’t know 
what he’s doing.” 

“That’s true. I’m in favour of degrading Dudariev,” 
Kopylov supported Gregor. 

“ Well, Yermakov, are you against } ” Gregor asked, noticing 
a look of dissatisfaction on Yermakov’s face. 

“ Why, no ; I didn’t say anything. Can’t I even raise my 
eyebrows now ? ” 

“ So much the better. Yermakov is not against. Ryabchikov 
will take over his mounted regiment for the present. Mikhail 
Gregorich, write out the order, and then get some sleep until 
dawn comes. And up again at six. We’ll go and see this general. 
I shall take four orderlies with me.” 

Kopylov raised his eyebrows in astonishment: 

“ What do you want all them for ? ” 

“ For show ! After all, we’re not nobodies, either, we com¬ 
mand a division.” Gregor laughed and shrugged his shoulders, 
threw his greatcoat around his back, and went to the door. 

He lay down under the eaves of a shed, covering himself 
with a horsecloth, not removing his boots or his greatcoat. 
For a long time the orderlies were noisy in the yard ; some¬ 
where close at hand horses snorted and chewed measuredly. 
There was a scent of fresh dung-fuel and of earth not yet cool 
after the heat of the day. Through his drowsiness Gregor 
heard the orderlies’ voices and laughter, and heard one of them, 
a youngster, judging from his tones, saddle his horse and declare 
with a sigh : 

“ Ah, brothers, I’m fed up ! Here it is midnight, and off I’ve 
got to ride with a packet. Never any sleep for us, or rest. . . . 
Oh, stand still, you devil ! Your hoof, raise your hoof I tell 
you 1 ” 

And a second man with a muffled, frozen bass voice said in 
an undertone : 

“We’re fed up with you, soldiering, you’ve bored us stiff I 
You’ve worn out all our good horses. ...” His voice passed 
into a pleading, hurried patter. “ Pour us out some baccy 
for a fag I Oh, you’re a fine friend ! You’ve forgotten the 



THE SHADOWS FALL 


9 

Red Army boots I gave you when we were at Belyavin, haven^t 
you ? You swine ! Others would have remembered me for 
ever because of those boots, but I can’t even wheedle baccy for 
a fag out of you ! ” 

The bit clattered and rattled against the horse’s teeth. The 
horse breathed long and deeply and trotted off, its shoes clatter¬ 
ing drily over the stonily hard, dry earth. ‘ They’re all talking 
about the same thing. We’re fed up with you, soldiering, 
you’ve bored us stiff! ’ Gregor mentally repeated, smiling. 
And he at once fell off to sleep. The moment he dozed off 
he had a dream which he had dreamed many times before : . . . 
Over the brown fields, over high-standing stubble, lines of Red 
Army men were moving. The first rank extended as far as the 
eye could reach. Behind it were six or seven other ranks. The 
men drew nearer and nearer in the oppressive silence. The 
little black figures grew, increased in size, and now he could 
see them coming on at a swift, stumbling stride, on, on, on, 
coming within firing range, running with their rifles at the trail, 
in ear-flapped cloth helmets, with mouths silently gaping. 
Gregor was lying in a shallow trench, convulsively rattling the 
lock of his rifle, firing again and again ; under his fire the Red 
Army men fell, throwing themselves down headlong ; he thrust 
in a fresh clip of cartridges and, glancing for a second to either 
side, saw the cossacks leaping out of the neighbouring trenches. 
They turned and ran, their faces distorted with fear. He could 
hear the terrible beating of his heart; he shouted : “Fire 1 
You swine ! Where are you going ? Stop, don’t run ! ” He 
shouted at the top of his voice, but his voice was terrifyingly 
weak, hardly audible. He was seized with horror. He, too, 
jumped up, and as he stood he fired a last time at a swarthy, 
elderly Red Army man who was silently running straight towards 
him. He saw he had missed. The soldier had a tensely serious, 
fearless face. He ran lightly, his feet hardly touching the 
ground, his brows knitted, his cap on the back of his head, the 
edges of his greatcoat tucked up. For one moment Gregor 
stared at the approaching enemy, saw his glittering eyes and pale 
cheeks overgrown with a youthful, curly little beard, saw the 
short, broad legs of his boots, the little black eye of the slightly 
depressed rifle barrel and above it, swinging rhythmically, the 
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point of the dark bayonet. An invincible terror took possession 
of him. He tugged at the bolt of his rifle, but the bolt would 
not shift: it had jammed. In despair he beat the bolt against 
his knee, with no result. But the Red Army man was now only 
five paces away. Gregor turned and fled. Before him all the 
bare brown field was sprinkled with fleeing cossacks. Behind 
him he heard his pursuer breathing heavily, heard the hollow 
thud of his boots. But he could not run any faster. He had 
to make a terrible effort to force his feebly bending legs to move 
faster. At last he reached a half-ruined, gloomy cemetery, 
jumped across the fallen fence, ran between the sunken graves, 
the crooked crosses and little shrines. Yet one more effort, and 
he would be safe. But now the thunder of feet behind him in¬ 
creased, grew louder. The pursuer’s burning breath scorched his 
neck, and at that moment he felt himself seized by the tail and 
skirt of his greatcoat. A muffled cry burst from him, and he awoke. 

He was lying on his back. His feet, squeezed in the tight 
boots, had gone numb ; there was a cold sweat on his brow, 
all his body ached as though he had been thrashed. “ Oh, 
hell ! ” he said hoarsely, listening with satisfaction to his own 
voice, and still unable to believe that what he had just lived 
through was a dream. Then he turned over on his side, wrapped 
himself up to his head in his greatcoat, thought: ‘ I ought to 
have let him come close, parried his blow, struck him down with 
the bayonet, and then run. . . .’ 

For a moment he lay reflecting on this dream he had now 
had a second time, experiencing a joyous emotion at the feeling 
that it was only a bad dream and that in reality there was no 
danger near at all. ‘ It’s extraordinary that in a dream every¬ 
thing’s ten times as terrible as in real life. Never in all my 
life have I known such terror, even in the tightest corners,’ 
he thought, as he dozed off and gratefully stretched out his 
numbed feet. 


§ 3 § 

Kopylov aroused him at dawn. 

“ Get up, it’s time to get ready and go. We were ordered to 
be there at six! ” 

The chief of staff had only just shaved, cleaned his boots 
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and put on his creased but clean tunic.. He had obviously been 
in a hurry : his puffy cheeks had two razor cuts. But he had 
a general air of spruce elegance that he had lacked before. 

Gregor ran his eyes critically over him, and thought: ' Bah, 
how he’s togged himself up 1 He doesn’t want to look anyhow 
when he presents himself to the general. . . .’ 

As though he had followed the course of Gregor’s thought, 
Kopylov said : 

“ It’s bad to turn up looking slovenly. I advise you to make 
yourself presentable, too.” 

“ I’ll go as I am ! ” Gregor muttered, stretching himself. 
‘‘ You say we were ordered to be there at six ? So they’re 
already beginning to send you and me orders ? ” 

Kopylov laughed and shrugged his shoulders. 

“ New times, new manners! As he’s senior in rank, we’re bound 
to obey. Fitzhelaurov’s a general, it’s not for him to come to us.” 

You’re right; they did come to us, but now we go to them,” 
Gregor said, and went off to the well to wash. 

The mistress of the house rushed into her hut, brought out 
a clean, embroidered hand-towel, and bobbed as she handed it 
to him. With the end of the towel he furiously rubbed at his 
face, burnt a brick-red by the cold water, and said to Kopylov : 

You’re quite right; but the messieurs the generals should 
bear in mind this one thing : the people have changed since 
the revolution, they’ve been reborn, as you might say. But 
the officers still go on measuring with the old measures. Tm 
afraid their measures are broken now, though. . . . The 
officers are a little stiff in the joints. They need some axle- 
grease in their brains, to stop the creaking.” 

“ What are you getting at ? ” Kopylov abstractedly asked, 
as he blew a speck of dirt from his sleeve. 

“ Why, at the fact that they’re carrying on just in the same 
old way. For instance, I’ve held the rank of officer ever since 
the German war. I earned it with my blood 1 But when I’m 
in officers’ company I feel just as if I was going out of a hut 
into the frost in my pants. They give off such a cold feeling 
at me that I feel it all down my back I ” Gregor’s eyes glittered 
furiously and, without knowing it, he raised his voice. 

Kopylov looked about him displeased, and whispered : 
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“ Don't talk so loud ; the orderlies will hear." 

“ And why is that, you ask ? ” Gregor went on, lowering 
his voice. “ Why, it's because to them I'm a white blackbird. 
They've got hands, but, because of my callouses. I've got hoofs ! 
They scrape their feet, but it doesn’t matter what I do, I knock 
into everything. They smell of personal soap and all sorts of 
womanish creams and paints, but I smell of horse-piss and 
sweat. They're all educated, but I had difficulty in getting 
through a church school. I'm foreign to them from my head 
to my heels. That's why it’s all like that ! And when I leave 
them I always have the feeling that a spider web has settled 
on my face : I'm ticklish all over and horribly uncomfortable, 
and all I want is to get clean." He threw the towel down on 
the well frame, and combed his hair with a piece of broken 
comb. Untouched by sunburn, his forehead showed a brilliant 
white against his swarthy face. 

They don’t want to understand that all the old has broken 
to pieces and gone to hell ! "he went on more quietly. ‘‘ They 
think we’re made of different dough, that an uneducated man, 
one of the ordinary folk, is some sort of cattle. They think 
that in military affairs I, or such as I, understand less than they. 
But who are the Reds' commanders ? Is Budionny an officer ? 
He was a sergeant in pre-v/ar days, but it was he who gave the 
generals of the staff a good hiding ! Is Zhloba an officer ? But 
it was through him that the officers' regiments were smashed. 
Guselshchikov is the most famous fighter of all the cossack 
generals, but he galloped away from Ust-Khopersk in only his 
pants last winter. And do you know who sent him packing ? 
Some Moscow locksmith, a Red regimental commander. The 
prisoners were all talking about him afterwards. You’ve got 
to understand that ! And how about us uneducated officers, 
did we lead the cossacks so badly during the rising ? Did the 
generals help us to any extent ? " 

They helped quite a lot,” Kopylov said significantly. 
Well, they may have helped Kudynov, but I’ve gone with¬ 
out their help, and beaten the Reds without listening to others' 
counsels." 

“Well, and what of it; don’t 3^00 believe in applying science 
to military matters ? ’’ 
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“Yes, I do. But that’s not the main thing in war, brother.” 

“ Well, what is, Pantalievich ? ” 

“ The cause you’re fighting for.” 

“ Well, that’s another thing . . Kopylov said, smiling. 
“ That goes without saying. ... In this war the idea’s the 
main thing. The one who wins is the one who knows what 
he’s fighting for, and believes in his cause. That’s a truth as 
old as the world itself, and it’s no use your trying to put it for¬ 
ward as a discovery of your own. I’m for the old, for the good 
old times. If things were going to be different I wouldn’t 
lift a finger to go anyw'hcre or fight for anything. All those 
on our side are men who are defending their old privileges, 
suppressing the revolting people by force of arms. And you 
and I are among those suppressors. I’ve been studying you 
for a long time, Gregor Pantalievich, and I can’t understand 
you. ...” 

“You’ll understand later. Let’s go,” Gregor retorted, and 
went towards the shed. 

Desiring to please him, the mistress of the house, who had 
been watching his every movement, said to Gregor : 

“ Would you like a drink of milk ? ” 

“ Thank you, mother, but I haven’t time to drink milk. I’ll 
have some later.” 

Near a shed Prokhor Zykov was zealously sipping sour milk 
from a cup. He did not wink an eye as he watched Gregor 
untie his horse. He wiped his lips with his sleeve, and asked : 

“ Going far ? And am I coming with you ? ” 

Gregor boiled over, and said with cold fury : 

“ You mange, what the hell are you playing at ? Don’t you 
know your duty ? What’s my horse standing bridled for ? 
Who’s supposed to bring me my horse ? You devil’s glutton 1 
You’re always chewing and never ending 1 Now, drop that 
spoon ! Where’s your discipline ? You bottomless pit! ” 

“ And what have you flared up for ? ” Prokhor muttered in 
an injured tone, as he made himself comfortable in the saddle. 
“You bawl away, but it’s all for nothing. You’re not so old 
in the feathers, after all. Can’t I have a bite or sup before a 
jburney ? What are you shouting about ? ” 
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Because you're enough to drive me mad, you pig’s chitter¬ 
lings ! How dare you speak to me like that ? We’re just off 
to call on a general, so you keep your eyes skinned ! You’re 
too used to being familiar with your superiors ! Who am I to 
you ? Ride five paces behind ! ” Gregor ordered as he rode out 
of the gate. 

Prokhor and the three other orderlies fell back, and Gregor, 
riding beside Kopylov, continued the conversation. He asked 
in a jesting tone : 

“ Well, what is it you don’t understand ? Perhaps 1 can 
explain to you ? ” 

Not noticing the sneer in the tone of Gregor’s voice and the 
form of his question, Kopylov answered : 

“ Why, I don’t understand your position in this business, 
that’s what. On the one hand, you’re fighting for the old 
regime, but on the other hand you’re something . . . excuse 
me if I put it bluntly . . . something rather on the lines of a 
Bolshevik yourself.” 

“ How am I a Bolshevik ? ” Gregor’s face clouded, and he 
sat up sharply in the saddle. 

“ I don’t say you are a Bolshevik, but something rather like 
a Bolshevik.” 

‘‘ In what way, I ask } ” 

“ Well, take your talk about the officers and their attitude to 
you. What do you want them to do ? And what is it you want 
at all, for that matter ? ” Kopylov questioned, smiling good- 
naturedly and playing with his whip. He glanced back at the 
orderlies, who were animatedly discussing something, and 
raised his voice : “You’re offended because they don’t accept 
you as an equal, because they look down on you. But they’re 
quite right from their point of view, you must realize that. 
It’s true you’re an officer, but it’s only by chance that you’ve 
reached the rank of officer. Even when you wear officer’s 
uniform you’re still . . . forgive me for saying so ... a 
boorish cossack. You’ve got no manners, you express yourself 
badly and coarsely, you lack all the qualities which are natural 
to an educated man. For instance, instead of using a hand¬ 
kerchief, as all cultured people do, you blow your nose on your 
finger and thumb ; when you’re eating you wipe your hands on 
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the leg of your boot or on your hair ; after washing you’re not 
too squeamish to wipe your face on a horsecloth ; you either 
bite your nails short, or cut them with the end of your sword. 
Or even better : last winter in Kargin I heard you talking to a 
certain woman of the intelligentsia class, whose husband had 
been arrested by the cossacks, and you stood buttoning up your 
flies in front of her. ...” 

“ So it would have been better if Td left them undone ? ” 
Gregor asked, smiling morosely. 

Their horses were striding along side by side, and Gregor 
took a sidelong look at Kopylov, at his good-natured face, and 
listened with a touch of chagrin to his words. 

“That’s not the point,” Kopylov exclaimed, frowning with 
annoyance, “ How can you interview a woman at all when all 
you’re wearing is your trousers, and you’ve got bare feet ? You 
didn’t even fling your jacket around your shoulders : I remember 
that very well. Of course, these are small things, but they 
sum you up as a man. . . . How shall I put it. . . .” 

“ Put it as simply as possible I ” 

“ Well, as an extremely boorish sort of man. And the way 
you speak! It’s horrible! Instead of * quarters,’ you say 
‘ quawters ’; instead of ‘evacuation,* you say ‘ evakivation,’ 
for ‘ seemingly ’ you say ‘ it looks like as if. ’ And, like all 
illiterate people, you have an inexplicable passion for fine-sound¬ 
ing foreign words ; you use them in season and out of season, 
you twist them unbelievably, and when at staflf conferences 
military terminology is used, such words as ‘ dislocation,’ ‘ dis¬ 
positions,’ ‘ concentrations,’ and so on, you stare at the speaker 
in admiration and, I venture to say, even with envy.” 

“ Now you’re talking bosh ! ” Gregor exclaimed, and a merry 
look appeared on his face. Stroking his horse between its ears, 
scratching its silkily warm skin under the mane, he asked : 
“ Well, carry on ; give your commander a good dressing-down 1 ” 

“ Now, listen : why should I dress you down ? It ought to 
be quite clear to you yourself that you happen to be unfortunate 
in regard to these things. And then you get upset because the 
officers don’t treat you as an equal. So far as manners and 
education are concerned you’re just a blockhead 1 ” The 
insulting term fell out almost by accident, and Kopylov took 



l6 THE DON FLOWS HOME TO THE^ SEA 

alarm. He knew how uncontrollable was Gregorys anger, and 
he was afraid of an outburst. But he took a swift glance at 
Gregor and at once felt reassured : throwing himself back in 
the saddle, Gregor was laughing silently, and a dazzling grin of 
teeth gleamed under his whiskers. Kopylov was so surprised 
at this result of his words, and Gregor’s laugh was so infectious, 
that he also burst into laughter, saying : ** There you are ! A 
sensible man would have wept at such a scolding, but you’re 
neighing away. . . . Aren’t you queer ? ” 

“ So you call me a blockhead ? Then damn you ! ” Gregor 
remarked when he stopped laughing. “ I don’t want to learn 
your manners and customs. They’ll be no use to me when 
I’m driving bullocks. But God grant, if I live as long I shall 
have to handle bullocks, and it won’t do for me to bow and 
scrape to them and say: ‘ Ah, do submit, bald-head ! Pardon 
me, speckle 1 Permit me to adjust the yoke on you ! My dear 
sir, mister bullock, I most humbly request you not to break 
down the furrows.’ You have to talk more curtly to them ; 

‘ Gee up ! ’ That’s all the bullocks know about ‘ dishlocation.’ ” 
Not Mishlocation,’ but ‘dislocation,’” Kopylov corrected 

him. 

“ Well, as you wish. But there’s one thing I don’t agree with 
you on.” 

“ What’s that ? ” 

“That I’m a blockhead. I may be a blockhead to you, but 
you wait a bit ! Give me time, and I’ll go over to the Reds, 
and with them I shall be heavier than lead. And then you 
well-mannered and educated parasites had better not fall into 
my hands ! I shall wring out your entrails, and your souls 
with them ! ” Gregor said, half in jest, half serious. He touched 
up his horse, putting it into a sharp trot. 

Over the Donside lands the morning was coming in such a 
fine-spun silence that every sound, even the faintest, disturbed 
it and awoke the echoes. In the steppe only the skylarks and 
quails were in possession, but in the near-by hamlets that in¬ 
cessant, quiet rumbling could be heard which always accom¬ 
panies the movement of large military forces. Gun-carriage 
wheels and ammunition wagons clattered in the ruts, horses 
were neighing by the wells, the steps of parsing companies of 
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Black Sea infantry cossacks gave off a soft and muffled tramp, 
britchkas and lines of civilian wagons carrying stores and ammuni¬ 
tion up to the front were thundering along ; around the field 
kitchens hung a pleasant smell of stewing millet, of tinned meat 
garnished with laurel leaves, and of fresh-baked bread. 

Below Ust-Miedvieditsa itself a frequent exchange of rifle- 
fire was going on, and rare cannon shots boomed lazily and 
hollowly. The battle had just begun. 


§4§ 

General Fitzhelaurov was having breakfast when an elderly, 
harassed-looking adjutant reported : 

“ The commander of the First Insurgent Division, Melekhov, 
and his divisional chief of staff, Kopylov.*’ 

“ Ask them to my room.” With a large, gnarled hand Fitz¬ 
helaurov pushed away his plate with its litter of egg shell, un¬ 
hurriedly drank a glass of fresh milk and, neatly folding his 
serviette, rose from the table. 

Of extraordinary height, agedly massive and puffy, he seemed 
incredibly large in that tiny cossack room with its crooked door 
lintels and dim and small windows. Coughing hollowly, adjust¬ 
ing the high collar of his irreproachably-fitting uniform as he 
went, the general passed into the next room, curtly bowed to 
Kopylov and Gregor as they rose to their feet, and, not offering 
them his hand, beckoned them to the table. 

Steadying his sword with his hand, Gregor cautiously sat 
down on the very edge of the stool, and glanced sidelong at 
Kopylov. 

Fitzhelaurov heavily lowered himself on to the Viennese 
chair, making it creak beneath him, bent his shanky legs, 
laid his great hands on his knees, and said in a thick, low 
voice : 

“ I have invited you here, gentlemen, in order to settle certain 
questions. . . . The insurgent partisan warfare is finished ! 
Your forces will cease to exist as an independent unit, and for 
that matter they never have been a unit in reality. A fiction I 
They are to be amalgamated vnth the Don Army. We shall 
pass to a planned offensive. It is time to realize that, and 
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unconditionally to subordinate yourselves to the orders of the 
higher command. Be so good as to inform me why your infantry 
regiment did not support the storm battalion’s attack yester¬ 
day ? Why did the regiment refuse to go into the attack, 
despite my orders ? Who is the commander of your so-called 
division ? ” 

“ I am,” Gregor answered in a low voice. 

“Be so good as to answer the question, then.” 

“ I didn’t return to the division till yesterday.” 

“And where had you been pleased to be before that.^” 

“ I had been home on a visit.” 

“ A divisional commander is pleased to go home on a visit 
at a time of military operations ! The division’s a rabble ! 
Sheer arbitrariness ! A disgusting state of affairs ! ” The 
general’s bass voice thundered louder and louder in the confined 
space of the little room ; outside, the adjutants went about 
on tip-toe, whispering, smiling to one another. Kopylov’s 
cheeks turned whiter and whiter, but as Gregor stared at the 
general’s face, at his swollen, clenched fists, he felt an uncon¬ 
trollable frenzy awakening in himself also. 

Fitzhelaurov jumped up with unexpected agility and, seizing 
the back of his chair, shouted : 

“ It’s not military forces you command, but Red Guard 
rabble ! They’re not cossacks, they’re the dregs of humanity ! 
You, mister Melekhov, shouldn’t be in command of a division, 
you should be working as a batman. You ought to be cleaning 
boots ! D’you hear ? Why wasn’t the order obeyed ? You 
weren’t holding a meeting, were you ? You weren’t discussing 
the order by any chance ? Beware ! We’re not ‘ comrades ’ 
here, and we won’t allow the introduction of Bolshevik methods. 
We won’t allow it I ” 

“ I must ask you not to shout at me ! ” Gregor said in a thick 
voice, and rose, pushing back his stool with his foot. 

“ What did you say ? ” Fitzhelaurov cried hoarsely, panting 
with agitation, leaning across the table. 

“ I must ask you not to shout at me 1 ” Gregor repeated in a 
louder tone. “You sent for us in order to decide . . .” He 
was silent for a second, lowered his eyes and, not removing his 
gaze from Fitzhelaurov’s hands, dropped his voice almost to a 
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whisper. ‘‘ If you, your Excellency, attempt to lay even your 
little finger on me, I shall sabre you on the spot! 

The room grew so quiet that Fitzhelaurov^s gasping breath 
could be heard distinctly. The silence lasted a good minute. 
The door creaked a little. A scared adjutant looked through 
the chink. The door was as cautiously closed. Gregor stood 
with his hand gripping his sabre -hilt. Kopylovas knees were 
trembling, his eyes wandered over the wall.' Fitzhelaurov 
dropped heavily into his chair, groaned in an aged voice, and 
barked : 

“ A fine business ! ” Then, quite quietly, but not looking 
at Gregor. “ Sit down ! We got worked up a bit, and now it’s 
past. Now be so good as to listen ! I order you immediately 
to transfer all your mounted forces. . . . But sit down, do I ” 

Gregor sat down, and with his sleeve wiped away the copious 
sweat which suddenly beaded his face. 

“ To proceed. . . . All mounted forces are immediately 
to be transferred to the South-East Sector and to open an attack 
at once. On your right flank you will be in contact with the 
second battalion of the military commander Chumakov. . . .” 

“ I shall not take the Division there,” Gregor said in a weary 
tone, and groped in his trouser pocket for his handkerchief. 
With Natalia’s lace handkerchief he once more wiped the sweat 
from his brow, and repeated : “I shall not take the Division 
there.” 

“ And why not ? ” 

” The re-grouping of forces will take a lot of time. . . 

” That’s nothing to do with you. I am responsible for the 
outcome of the operation.” 

” But it is to do with me, and you’re not the only one who 
will be responsible.” 

“ So you refuse to carry out my command ? ” Fitzehelaurov 
asked hoarsely, restraining himself with obvious effort. 

“ Yes.” 

” In that case be so good as to hand over the command of 
the Division at once ! Now I understand why yesterday’s 
order was not carried out. ...” 

“You can please yourself about that, but I shall not hand 
over the command of the Division.” 
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“And how am I to understand that ? 

“Just as I said.*’ Gregor smiled almost imperceptibly. 

“ I dismiss you from your command 1 ” Fitzhelaurov raised 
his voice. But Gregor at once rose to his feet. 

“ I am not subordinate to you, your Excellency ! ” 

“ Then whom are you subordinate to ? ” 

“lam subordinate to the commander of the insurgent forces, 
Kudynov. But it amazes me to hear all this from you. . . . 
At the moment, at least, you and I are of equal rank. You 
command a division, and I command a division. And for the 
time being you’d better not shout at me. . . . When I’m 
reduced to the rank of squadron commander, then by all means ! 
But even then ...” Gregor raised his dirty forefinger and, 
smiling even while his eyes blazed furiously, he ended : “ Even 
then I’m not going to be shouted at.” 

Fitzehelaurov rose, adjusted his tight collar, and said with a 
slight bow : 

“ There is nothing more for us to discuss. Do as you wish I 
I shall immediately report your conduct to the army staff and, 
I dare to assure you, the results will not be slow in revealing 
themselves. Our field court-martial is at present functioning 
with the greatest promptitude.” 

Paying no attention to Kopylov’s despairing glances, Gregor 
clapped on his cap and went to the door. At the threshold he 
halted, and said : 

“You can report to where you like, but you can’t frighten me. 
I’m not a nervous sort. . . . And for the present you’d better 
keep your hands off me. ...” He stood thinking a moment 
and added ; “ For I’m afraid my cossacks might shake you up a 
bit. ...” He kicked open the door and, his sabre clattering, 
went with a swinging stride into the porch. 

The agitated Kopylov overtook him on the steps. 

“ You’re mad, Pantalievich ! ” he whispered, squeezing his 
hands in despair. 

“ The horses ! ” Gregor shouted in a ringing voice, crushing 
his whip in his hands. 

Prokhor flew up to the steps like a devil. 

As Gregor rode out of the gate he looked back : three 
orderlies were fussing around general Fitzhelaurov, helping 
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him to climb into the handsome saddle of his high-standing 
horse. 

Gregor and Kopylov rode for nearly half a mile in silence. 
Kopylov held his pe?xe, realizing that Gregor was not inclined 
for conversation and that at the moment it would be dangerous 
to argue with him. At last Gregor could no longer restrain 
himself. 

“ What are you so silent about ? he asked sharply. What 
did you come with me for .? To act as a witness ? Wanting 
to make out that you said nothing ? ’’ 

“Well, brother, but you played a fine game ! 

“And didn’t he ? ” 

“ I grant you he was in the wrong, too. The way he spoke 
to you was absolutely disgusting.” 

“ I wouldn’t say he spoke to us at all! Right from the 
start he bawled as though someone had stuck a needle in 
his arse.” 

“ All the same you did a fine thing ! Insubordination to a 
senior officer ... in field conditions, my friend. . . .” 

“ That’s nothing ! The only pity is that he didn’t try to 
attack me I I’d have brought my blade down on his forehead 
hard enough to splinter his brain-box ! ” 

“ As it is you can’t expect any good to come from it ! ” Kopylov 
said discontentedly, and slowed his horse into a walk. “ By all 
the signs it’s clear they’re going to tighten up discipline, so 
you had better look out 1 ” 

Snorting, their horses walked side by side, driving off the 
gadflies with their tails. Gregor humorously ran his eyes over 
Kopylov, and asked : 

“ What did you tog yourself up like that for ? I suppose 
you thought he’d give you tea ? Would lead you to the table 
with his own fair hand ? Shaved yourself, cleaned your tunic, 
polished your boots. ... I saw you spit on your nose-rag and 
clean spots oft’ your knees ! ” 

“ Please drop it ! ” Kopylov reddened. 

“ And all your labour was in vain ! ” Gregor jeered. “ Not 
only was there no tea, but he didn’t even offer you his hand.” 

“With you present that wasn’t to be expected,” Kopylov 
muttered hurriedly. Screwing up his eyes, in amazement and 

B 
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delight he exclaimed : ‘‘ Look ! They’re not ours ! They’re 
Allies.” 

A team of six mules was dragging a British gun towards them 
along the narrow street. At its side a British officer was riding 
on a dock-tailed, sorrel horse. The rider on the leading mule 
was also in British uniform, but he had a Russian officer’s cockade 
in the band of his cap, and he was wearing lieutenant’s epaulettes. 

When still several yards away from Gregor, the officer set two 
fingers to the peak of his cork helmet and, with a movement 
of his head, requested Gregor to make way. The street was so 
narrow that it was only possible to pass by edging the saddle- 
horses right up against the stone wall at the side. 

The muscles quivered in Gregor’s cheeks. Clenching his 
teeth, he rode straight at the officer. The man raised his brows 
in astonishment, and drew a little aside. They passed with 
difficulty, and even then the Englishman had to lay his right 
leg, in its tight leather legging, along his thoroughbred mare’s 
gleaming, beautifully curried croup. 

One of the artillery team, apparently a Russian officer, angrily 
looked Gregor up and down. 

“ I think you might have drawn aside ! Surely you don’t 
have to exhibit your rudeness even here ? ” he remarked. 

“You ride on and shut up, you bitch’s udder, or I’ll put 
you aside ! ” Gregor advised him half aloud. 

The officer raised himself on his seat, turned, and shouted : 

“ Gentlemen ! Hold this rascal ! ” 

Expressively swinging his whip, Gregor made his way at a 
walking pace along the lane. The weary, dusty artillery men, all 
of them young, officers without moustaches, gave him unfriendly 
glances ; but not one attempted to restrain him. The six-gun 
battery vanished round a bend, and Kopylov, biting his lips, 
rode up alongside Gregor. 

“ You’re playing the fool, Gregor Pantalievich ! You’re 
behaving like a little child ! ” 

“ Why, have you been attached to me as my teacher ? ” Gregor 
snapped back. 

“ I can understand your getting angry with Fitzhelaurov,” 
Kopylov said, shrugging his shoulders. “ But what had that 
Englishman done to you ? Didn’t you like his helmet ? ” 
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“ I didn’t quite like it here, close to Ust-Miedvieditsa . . . 
he could have worn it somewhere else. . . . When two dogs 
are snapping at each other a third doesn’t interfere, you under¬ 
stand ? ” 

“ Aha! So you’re against foreign intervention ? But I 
think, when you’re seized by the throat, you’re glad of any 
help.” 

“ Well, you can be glad, but I wouldn’t let them set foot on 
our soil.” 

Have you seen the Chinese fighting with the Reds ? ” 

“Well?” 

“ Isn’t that just the same ? They’re foreign help, too, you 
know.” 

“ That’s nothing to do with it! The Chinese volunteered to 
help the Reds.” 

“ And do you think these others have been forced to come 
here ? ” 

Gregor did not know what to answer, and he rode a long 
time in silence, tormentcdly thinking it over. Then he said, with 
unconcealed chagrin in his voice : 

“ You educated people are always like that. . . . You 
never make any allowances, you’re like hares in the snow! 
I, brother, feel that your argument isn’t sound somewhere, but 
I don’t know how to pin you down. Let’s drop the subject. 
Don’t lasso me, I’m already muddled enough without your 
help.” 

Kopylov offendedly lapsed into silence, and they said no more 
for the rest of the ride. Except that Prokhor, goaded by curiosity, 
rode up to them and asked : 

“ Gregor Pantalievich . . . your Excellency . . . tell me if 
you will, what is that animal the Cadets had got harnessed into 
the guns ? They’d got ears like asses, but the rest of them 
was a natural horse. I didn’t even like looking at the cattle. 
What the devil are they ? Do tell me, for we’ve made bets 
on it. . . .” 

For a good five minutes he rode behind them, but got no 
answer. So he fell back and, when the other orderlies drew level 
with him, informed them in a whisper: 

“ They’re riding along without saying a word, brothers, 
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and it’s clear they’re astonished themselves and don’t for 
the life of them know how such filth found its way into 
daylight.” 

§5§ 

For the fourth time the cossack companies rose from their 
shallow trenches and, under the Reds’ murderous machine-gun 
fire, lay down again. From early dawn the Red Army batteries 
concealed in the forest on the left bank had been incessantly 
pounding away at the cossack positions and the reserves assembled 
in the ravines. 

Milky-white, melting clouds of shrapnel blazed up over the 
Donside heights. Before and behind the broken line of cossack 
trenches the bullets sent the browm dust flying. 

Tow'ards noon the fight grew fiercer, and the western wind 
carried the roar of artillery fire far along the Don. 

From an insurgent battery’s observation post Gregor w^atched 
the course of the battle through field-glasses. He could see 
that, despite their losses, the ofiicers’ companies persistently 
advanced into the attack with a series of short sprints. When 
the fire intensified they lay down, digging themselves in, and 
then, with another series of sprints they moved on to a new- 
point. But more to the left, in the direction of the monastery, 
the insurgent infantry showed no signs of activity at all. Gregor 
wrote a note for Yerrnakov, and sent it by a courier. 

Yermakov rode up in a fury half an hour later. He dis¬ 
mounted by the battery tether-post and, breathing heavily, made 
Ills way to the trench of the observation post. 

“ I can’t get the cossacks to move ! They won’t move ! ” 
he shouted when still ’ some distance ofiF, waving his hands. 

We’ve already lost twenty-three men, gone as though they’d 
never been. Did you see the way the Reds mow^ed them down 
with machine-guns ? ” 

The officers are advancing, but you tell me you can’t 
get your men on to their feet ? ” Gregor hissed through his 
teeth. 

“ But you look ! Every one of their platoons has got a hand 
machine-gun, and they’re stuffed with cartridges to their eye¬ 
brows. But what have we got ? ” 
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Now, no excuses ! Lead them into the advance at once, 
or we’ll have your head off ! ” 

Yermakov cursed terribly, and ran down from the rise. Gregor 
followed him, resolved to lead the second infantry regiment 
into the attack himself. 

Close to the flank gun, which was cleverly concealed 
under branches of hawthorn, he was halted by the battery 
commander. 

“Just come and admire the British handiwork, Gregor Panta* 
lievich ! They’re about to open fire on the bridge. Let’s go 
up to the top of the rise.” 

Through field-glasses they could just discern the slender 
ribbon of the pontoon bridge which Red sappers had thrown 
across the Don. Wagons were rolling across it in an unbroken 
stream. 

Some ten minutes later the British battery, situated in a 
hollow beyond a stony ridge, opened fire. With the fourth 
shell the bridge was smashed almost in its centre. The stream 
of wagons came to a halt. The Red Army men hurriedly set 
to work to throw the shattered britchkas and dead horses into 
the river. 

Four barges crowded with sappers set out from the right bank. 
But as soon as they had succeeded in repairing the broken plank¬ 
ing of the bridge the British battery sent over another packet of 
shells. One of them blew the approach ramp on the left bank 
high into the air, the second sent up a green column of water 
right by the bridge, and the stream of wagons once more came 
to a halt. 

“ But they can put up an accurate fire, the sons of bitches ! ” 
Gregor’s battery commander said in admiration. “ Now they 
won’t give them a chance to cross till nightfall. That bridge 
isn’t going to be left whole for a minute ! ” 

Without removing his field-glasses from his eyes, Gregor 
asked : 

“ But why are your guns silent ? You should be supporting 
your infantry. You can see the Red machine-gun nests plainly 
enough.” 

“ I’d be glad to, but we haven’t got one shell left. It’s half 
an hour since I sent over the last one and began to fast.” 
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‘‘ Then what are you stopping here for ? Harness up and 
clear out of the way.” 

Fve sent to ask the Cadets for shells.” 

They won’t let you have any,” Gregor said decisively. 

** They have refused us once, but Fve asked again. They 
may be merciful this time. They might let us have a couple of 
dozen just to smash those machine-guns. It’s no joke, their 
killing twenty-three of our men. And how many more will they 
still bowl over ? Look at them stitching away ! ” 

Gregor turned his gaze to the cossack trenches ; on the nearby 
slope the bullets were still kicking up the dry earth. Wherever 
the line of machine-gun fire was laid a strip of dust arose, as 
though someone invisible was running a melting grey line over 
the trenches. Along their entire length the cossack trenches 
seemed to be smoking ; the dust hung above them in clouds. 

Gregor no longer watched the fire of the British battery. For 
a minute he listened to the incessant thunder of artillery and 
machine-guns, then strode down from the mound and overtook 
Yermakov. 

“ Don’t go into the attack until you receive orders from me,” 
he said. “ We’ll never drive them out without artillery support. ” 
Didn’t I tell you so ? ” Yermakov said reproachfully, seating 
himself on his fretting horse. 

Gregor watched as Yermakov fearlessly galloped off under 
fire, and thought anxiously : ‘ What the devil has he taken the 
direct road for ? They’ll mow him down with a machine-gun. 
He should have dropped into the hollow, ridden along the water¬ 
course and made his way round the hill back to his men.’ At 
a furious gallop Yermakov rode to the hollow, plunged into it 
and did not appear again on the farther side. ‘ So he’s realized ! 
Now he’ll get there ! ’ Gregor sighed with relief, and lay down 
below the rise, unhurriedly rolling a cigarette. 

He was possessed by a strange indifference. No, he would 
not lead the cossacks out under that machine-gun fire. There 
was no point in it. Let the officers’ storm companies make the 
attack. Let them capture Ust-Miedvieditsa. There, lying 
under the rise, for the first time in his life he evaded directly 
taking part in a battle. Not cowardice, not fear of death or of 
useless losses governed his decision at that moment. Not long 
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before he had spared neither his own life, nor the lives of the 
cossacks entrusted to his command. But now it was as though 
something had snapped. . . . Never before had he realized so 
clearly all the senselessness of what was going on all around him. 
It may have been the talk with Kopylov, or the clash with Fitz- 
helaurov, or perhaps the two incidents together, that had pro¬ 
voked the mood which had so unexpectedly taken possession of 
him. In any case, he was determined not to expose himself any 
more under fire. He vaguely considered that it was not his job 
to reconcile the cossacks with the Bolsheviks ; for that matter 
he could not himself be reconciled with them. But he felt that 
he could not and would no longer defend all these people who 
were alien in spirit, who were hostile to him—all these Fitz- 
helaurovs, who had a profound contempt for him and whom he 
contemned no less profoundly. And once more he was faced 
with the old contradictions in all their inexorability. ‘ Let them 
fight! ril stand and look on ! The moment Tm relieved of 
the division I shall ask to be sent to the rear. Fve had enough ! * 
he thought and, mentally returning to the argument with Kopylov, 
he caught himself tiynng to find justification for the Reds. ‘ The 
Chinese march with the Reds with bare hands ; they join up 
with them and risk their lives every day for miserable soldier’s 
pay. And besides, what’s the pay to do with it ? What the 
devil can you buy with it ? You can only lose it at cards. . . . 
So it’s not a question of making money, but something else. 
Yet the Allies are sending officers, tanks, and guns, and they’ve 
even sent mules ! But afterwards they’ll be demanding a hand¬ 
some pile of roubles for it all ! There’s the difference 1 Yes, 
we’ll argue it all out again this evening. As soon as I get back 
to the staff I shall call him aside and say : “ But there is a differ¬ 
ence, Kopylov ; and don’t try to make a fool of me ! ” ’ 

But he was not destined to renew the argument. That after¬ 
noon Kopylov rode off to the Fourth Regiment, which was being 
held in reserve, and on the way w'as killed by a stray bullet. 
Gregor learned of his death only two days* later. 

Next morning the Fifth Division, commanded by general 
Fitzhelaurov, took Ust-Miedvieditsa by storm. 



CHAPTER II 


§I§ 

Some three days after Gregor's departure, Mitka Korshunov 
turned up in Tatarsk. He was not alone, he was accompanied 
by two fellow soldiers in his punitive detachment. One of them 
was an elderly Kalmyk, the second an insignificant little cossack. 
Mitka contemptuously called the Kalmyk, “ Come here ! ” but 
dignified the cossack tippler and rascal with the title of Silanty 
Petrovich. 

Evidently Mitka had done no small service to the Don Army 
by his activities in the punitive detachment ; during the winter 
he had been raised to the rank of sergeant-major, and then to 
that of ensign, and he arrived in the village in all the glory of his 
officer’s uniform. It must be deduced that he had lived quite 
well during the retreat beyond the Don : his light khaki tunic 
still fitted tightly across his broad shoulders, greasy folds of rosy 
skin lay over his close, standing collar, his blue, striped trousers 
fitted him so closely that they all but split across the buttocks. 
With all his superficial virtues Mitka would have been in the 
Ataman’s lifeguards, he would have lived at the palace and 
defended the sacred person of his Imperial Majesty, if it had not 
been for this accursed revolution. But even so, he had no 
complaint to make of life. He had won his way to officer’s rank, 
and that not like Gregor Melekhov, by risking his head and 
indulging in reckless heroics. Service in a punitive detach¬ 
ment called for other qualities ! Mitka had enough and to 
spare of such qualities ! Having no great trust in the other 
cossacks, he himself put paid to the account of anyone suspected 
of Bolshevism ; he was not too fastidious to deal with deserters 
with his own hands, wielding a whip or ramrod ; and as for cross- 
examining prisoners—there was no one in the detachment to 
equal him, and the commander himself shrugged his shoulders 
and said : “ Say what you like, gentlemen, but it’s impossible to 
surpass Korshunov. Pie’s not a man, he’s a dragon ! ” Mitka 
was distinguished by one other remarkable quality : when it was 
not advisable to shoot a prisoner, yet it was thought undesirable 
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to let him go free, the man was sentenced to corporal punishment 
with the birch, and Mitka was entrusted with the execution of 
the sentence. He carried out his task so well that after the 
fiftieth stroke the condemned man succumbed to a bloody vomit, 
and after a hundred the other cossacks confidently rolled him 
up in sacking without even listening to his heart. Not one man 
so sentenced had escaped alive from Mitka’s hand. He himself 
had said more than once with a laugh : “If trousers and skirts 
were made of all the Reds Fve flogged to death I could clothe 
all the village of Tatarsk.'’ 

The cruelty innate in Mitka’s nature since childhood not only 
found fitting application in the punitive detachment but, with 
nothing to bridle it, developed extraordinarily. By the very 
nature of his service he came into contact with the dregs of the 
officer class, with drug addicts, with rapers, with pillagers and 
other scum, and in his hatred for the Reds he willingly, with all 
a peasant’s assiduity, learned all they could teach him, and had 
no great difficulty in excelling his teachers. Where a neuras¬ 
thenic officer, worn out with other men’s blood and sufferings, 
could not go on, Mitlca only screwed up his yellow, glittering eyes 
and carried the task through to the end. 

When he arrived in the village, carrying himself with great 
dignity and hardly deigning to answer the bows of the passing 
women, he rode at a walking pace towards his home. By the 
half-burnt, sme^ke-stained gates he dismounted, handed the rein 
to the Kalmyk and, straddling his legs, went into the yard. 
Accompanied by Silanty, he silently walked round the found¬ 
ations. With the end of his whip he touched a lump of turquoise- 
coloured window glass which had melted during the fire, and 
said in a voice hoarse with emotion : 

“ They’ve burnt it down ! And it was a wealthy house. The 
best in the village. One of our own villagers, Mishka Koshevoi, 
burned it. He killed my grandfather, too. Well, Silanty Petro¬ 
vich, I’ve had the experience of visiting my native hearth and 
home. . . .” 

“ Are any of the Koshevois left behind ? ” Silanty asked 
excitedly. 

“ There should be. But we’ll see them later. . . . Now 
let’s ride to our father-in-law.” 



30 THE DON FLOWS HOME TO THE SEA ' 

On the road to the Melekhovs* hut Mitka asked Bogatiriev’s 
daughter-in-law, whom he happened to meet: 

“ Has my mother returned from beyond the Don ? ” 

“ I don’t think she has yet, Mitry Mironich.” 

“ Then is Melekhov at home ? ” 

“ The old one ? ” 

Yes.” 

“ He’s at home ; the whole family’s at home except Gregor. 
Piotra was killed last winter : have you heard ? ” 

Mitka nodded and put his horse into a trot. 

He rode along the deserted street, and his yellow cat’s eyes, 
satiated and cold, revealed no trace of his recent agitation. As 
he rode up to the Melekhovs’ yard he said in a low tone, not 
addressing himself to either of his companions particularly : 

“ That’s the way your own native village v/elcomcs you ! 
I’ve even got to go to relations for dinner. . . . Well, we’ll 
pull up again yet.” 

Pantalcimon Prokoffievich was mending a harvesting machine 
under a shed. Noticing horsemen, and recognizing Korshunov 
among them, he went to the gate. 

“Come in by all means,” he said hospitably, opening the 
wicket-gate. “We’re glad to have guests. Welcome back.” 

“ Hallo, father ! All alive and well.? ” 

“ Glory be, all well so far ! But surely you aren’t going 
about in officer’s uniform ? ” 

“ Why, did you think your sons were the only ones entitled 
to wear the white epaulettes ? ” Mitka said in a self-satisfied tone, 
giving the old man his long, venous hand. 

“ My sons weren’t so very anxious to get them ! ” Pantaleimon 
Prokoffievich answered with a smile, and went in front, to show 
the newcomers where to tether their horses. 

The hospitable Ilinichna gave the guests dinner, and then they 
turned to conversation. Mitka asked details of his family, and 
was taciturn, revealing neither anger nor sorrow. He casually 
asked whether any of Mishka Koshevoi’s family was left in the 
village and, learning that Mishka’s mother and her children were 
still at home, gave Silanty a swift, surreptitious wink. 

The guests soon made ready to go. As he saw them off, 
Pantaleimon Prokoffievich asked ; 
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“ Are you thinking of staying long in the village ? 

“Well, yes, two or^three days perhaps/* 

“Will you be seeing your mother ? ” 

“That depends.** 

“ And are you going far now ? ** 

“ Hm. . . . Just going to see some of the people in the 
village. We’ll be back soon.” 

§ 2 § 

Before Midca and his companions had time to return to the 
Melekhovs’ hut the rumour was spreading through the village 
that Korshunov had arrived with Kalmyks, and had killed all the 
Koshevoi family. 

Pantalcimon did not hear the rumour. He went to the smithy 
and back, and was preparing to tackle the harvesting machine 
again, when Ilinichna called him in : 

“ Plere, Prokoffich ! Flurry up ! ” 

A note of undisguised alarm sounded in the old woman’s 
voice, and the astonished Pantalcimon at once made his way to 
the hut. 

Natalia was standing, tear-stained and pale, at the stove. 
Wdth her eyes Ilinichna indicated Anikushka’s wife, and asked 
in a deeply upset tone : 

“ Have you heard the news, old man ? ” 

‘ Oh, something’s happened to Gregor ! God be merciful and 
protect him ! ’ The thought scared Pantalcimon. He turned pale 
and, fearful and furious because nobody spoke, shouted : 

“ Spit it out at once, curse you ! Well, what’s happened ? 
Something to do with Gregor ? ” As though rendered helpless 
by his shout, he dropped on to the bench and stroked his trem¬ 
bling legs. 

Dunia was the first to realize that her father was afraid of bad 
news concerning his son, and she hurriedly said : 

“ No, dad, it’s not news of Gregor. Mitka’s killed the 
Koshevois.” 

“ What do you mean by ‘ killed * ? ” The weight fell at once 
from Pantaleimon’s heart and, still not understanding what 
Dunia had said, he again queried ; “The Koshevois ? Mitry ? ** 
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Anikushka’s wife, who had run to the Melekhovs with the 
news, began to stammer out her story : 

“ I was looking for our calf, old man, and I happened to go 
past the Koshevois' hut, and Mitry and two soldiers with him 
rode up to the yard and went in the hut. I was thinking : 
the calf won’t go farther than the windmill. It was time the 
calf ...” 

‘‘What the devil do I want to hear about your calf for ? ” 
Pantaleimon broke in angrily. 

“ . . . and they went into the hut,” the woman went on, 
sobbing, “and I stood and w’aited. And I heard them start 
shouting inside, and I could hear the sound of blows. I was 
terrified to death ; I wanted to run, but I’d only just stepped 
away from the fence when I heard footsteps behind me. I 
looked back, and there was your Mitry had thrown a rope round 
the old woman’s neck and w^as dragging her along the ground, 
just as though she was a dog, God forgive me ! He dragged her 
to the shed, and she, poor thing, didn’t malce a sound : she must 
have been unconscious already. The Kalmyk that was with 
him sprang up to a crossbeam. ... As I watched, Mitry threw 
the end of the rope up to him and shouted : ‘ Pull it up and tie 
it with a knot. ’ O, what I suffered then ! In my very sight they 
strangled the poor old woman, and then they jumped on their 
horses and rode down the street, to the administration, I expect. 
I was afraid to go into the hut. . . . But I saw blood flowing 
from the porch, under the door, on to the steps. God grant 
I never see such horrors again ! ” 

“ Fine guests God’s sent us ! ” Ilinichna said, looking chal- 
lengingly at her husband. 

Pantaleimon listened in a state of terrible agitation to the story 
and, when Anikushka’s wife had finished, went out into the porch 
without saying a word. 

Mitka and his assistants appeared at the gate soon afterwards. 
Pantaleimon nimbly limped towards them. 

“ Stop ! ” he shouted yvben still some distance away. “ Don’t 
bring your horses into this yard ! ” 

“ What’s the matter, father-in-law ? ” Mitka asked in astonish¬ 
ment. 

“ Turn back ! ” Pantaleimon went right up to him and, 
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gazing into Mitka’s yellow, twinkling eyes, said firmly : “ Don’t 
be annoyed, cousin, but I don’t wish you to stay in my house. 
You’d better go your ways,” 

“ A-ah ! ” Mitka drawled in an understanding tone, and turned 
pale. So you’re driving me away ? ” 

“ I don’t want you to soil my house ! ” the old man said reso¬ 
lutely. “ And never put your foot across my threshold again 1 
We Melekhovs have no kinship with executioners, know that ! ” 

“ I understand ! But you’re a little too merciful, cousin ! ” 

“ And it seems you don’t know what mercy is, seeing that 
you’ve begun to execute women and children. Ah, Mitry, it’s 
an unworthy trade you’ve taken up. . . . Your dead father 
wouldn’t rejoice if he could see you now ! ” 

You old fool, would you like me to fondle them ? They 
killed my father, they killed my grandfather, but I’m to exchange 
Christian kisses with them, am I ? You can go to . . . you know 
where ! ” Mitka furiously pulled on the rein and rode his horse 
out of the wicket-gate. 

“ Don’t swear, Mitry, you’re like my own son to me. And 
there’s nothing between you and me. Go in peace ! ” 

Turning more and more pale, shaking his whip threateningly, 
Mitka shouted thickly : 

“ Don’t cause me to sin, don’t force me to I I’m sorry for 
Natalia, otherwise I’d show you, you merciful one. . . . I know 
you ! I see you through and through, I see the sort of spirit you 
breathe out ! You didn’t retreat beyond the Donietz, did you ? 
You went over to the Reds, didn’t you ? That’s just it ! You 
all ought to be treated like the Koshevois, you sons of bitches ! 
Come on, boys ! Well, you lame hound, don’t you fall into my 
hands ! You’ll never escape my fist! And I shall remember 
your hospitality to me. I’ve raised my fist even against such 
kinsmen ! ” 

With trembling hands Pantaleimon shut the wicket-gate and 
bolted it, then limped into the hut. 

“ I’ve driven your brother away,” he said to Natalia, not look¬ 
ing at her. 

She said nothing, although in her heart she agreed with her 
father-in-law’s step. But llinichna swiftly crossed herself and 
said in a happier tone: 
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“ And glory be ! He’s gone for good ! Forgive me what Tm 
saying, Natalia dear, but your Mitka has turned out a real 
scoundrel. He’s found himself a fine job ! Look at him I Not 
serving like other cossacks in the real forces ! He’s joined a 
punitive detachment! And is that the cossacks’ task, to be 
executioners, to hang old women, and to cut down innocent chil¬ 
dren with their sabres ? Are they responsible for Mitka’s 
doings ? Why, at that rate the Reds might have sabred me and 
you, and Mishatka and Poliushka for Grishka’s doings. But they 
didn’t; they had mercy. No, God forbid ; I don’t agree with 
such goings on.” 

Nor do I defend my brother, mother,” was all Natalia said 
as she wiped away her tears with the end of her handkerchief. 

Mitka rode out of the village that same day. Rumour said 
that he rejoined his punitive detachment somewhere near Kargin, 
and went off with it to bring order to the Ukrainian settlements 
of the Donietz region, whose population had been accused of 
helping to suppress the Upper Don rising. 


CHAPTER HI 

§i§ 

After mitica’s departure he was the subject of discussion in the 
village for a whole week. The majority of the people condemned 
his arbitrary butchery of the Koshevoi family. The bodies were 
buried out of communal resources ; attempts were made to sell 
the little hut, but no purchaser was to be found. On the order 
of the village ataman boards were nailed across the shutters, and 
for long after the children were afraid to play around that fearful 
spot, while as they passed the hut old men and women crossed 
themselves and prayed for the peace of the murdered ones’ 
souls. 

Then the time arrived for the steppe haymow, and these recent 
events were forgotten. 

The village was absorbed as before in work and in rumours 
of the front. Those of the farmers who had managed to save 
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their working animals groaned and cursed as they supplied 
wagons and animals for communal services. Almost every day 
bullocks and horses had to be taken from the fields and sent to 
the district centre. As the old men unharnessed the horses from 
the mowing machines they frequently cursed the long-drawn-out 
war. But shells, cartridges, reels of barbed wire, foodstuffs, 
had to be carted to the front. And they carted them. But now, 
as though of evil intent, such fine days had set in that all they 
wanted was to mow, and then to harvest the ripe, unusually 
luscious grass. 

Pantaleimon made ready for the mowing, and grew furiously 
angry with Daria. She had driven off with the yoke of bullocks 
to carry cartridges. She w^as to have returned from the tranship¬ 
ment point, but a week passed, and still there was no news of her. 
And without the yoke of old, thoroughly reliable bullocks, nothing 
could be done in the steppe. 

To tell the truth, he should not have sent Daria. . . . His 
heart had been filled with foreboding when he had entrusted the 
bullocks to her, for he knew how fain she was to pass her time 
merrily, and how negligent she was of the animals. But there 
was no one else to send. Dunia could not go, for it was no 
maiden’s work to drive with strange cossacks on a long journey. 
Natalia had the little children to see to, and surely it wasn’t for 
the old man himself to take those accursed cartridges ? But 
Daria willingly answered the call. She had already driven with 
the greatest of satisfaction to all kinds of places : to the mill, or 
on some other task connected with the farm, and all simply 
because she felt far more free outside the house. Every journey 
brought her amusement and pleasure. She escaped from her 
mother-in-law’s oversight, she could gossip her fill with other 
women and, as she said, could “ strike up a love affair ” with any 
dissolute cossack who happened to glance her way. At home, 
even after Piotra’s death the strict Ilinichna allowed her no 
freedom, as though Daria, who had been false to her husband 
while he was alive, was bound to be true to him now he was 
dead ! 

Pantaleimon knew that the bullocks would not be looked after 
properly, but there was nothing else to be done : he sent his elder 
daughter-in-law on the journey. But he lived all the ensuing 
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week in the greatest of anxiety and mental unrest. ‘ My old 
bullocks are done for,’ he thought more than once, waking up in 
the middle of the night and sighing deeply. 

Daria returned in the morning of the eleventh day after her 
departure. Pantaleimon had just come home from the fields. 
He was mowing together with Anikushka’s wife, and had left her 
and Dunia in the steppe to return to the village for water and 
provisions. The old people and Natalia were having breakfast 
when the wheels of the britchka rattled with their familiar clatter 
past the window. Natalia nimbly ran to the window and saw 
Daria, wrapped right to her eyes, leading in the tired, emaciated 
bullocks. 

Is it she ? ” the old man asked, choking over a piece of food 
swallowed too quickly. 

Yes.” 

“ I never expected to see the bullocks again ! Well, glory be 
to God ! The accursed draggletail 1 She’s turned up in the 
yard only because she had to ! ” the old man muttered, crossing 
himself and belching v/ith satiation. 

Daria unyoked*the bullocks and went into the kitchen, laid the 
folded horse rug on the threshold, and greeted the others. 

“ But why so soon, my dear ? You could have spent another 
week on the road 1 ” Pantaleimon said in a grumbling tone, look¬ 
ing at Daria from under his bro-ws and not answering her greeting. 

‘‘ You should have gone yourself! ” she snapped, removing 
her dusty kerchief from her head. 

“ Why were you gone so long ? ” Ilinichna joined in the con¬ 
versation, in order to take off the chilliness of the reception. 

“ They wouldn’t release me, so I couldn’t help it.” 

Pantaleimon shook his head distrustfully, and asked : 

“ They discharged Christonia’s wife at the transhipment point, 
so why didn’t they you ? ” 

” Well, they didn’t! ” Daria’s eyes glittered angrily, and she 
added : “ If you don’t believe me, ride and ask the man who was 
in charge of the wagons.” 

“ I’ve got no reason to go and ask about you, but the next time 
you stop at home ! Death is the only thing you can be sent for.” 

Now you’re threatening me ! Yes, you are ! I won’t go 
in any case ! Even if you send me I won’t go ! ” 
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“ Are the bullocks all right ? ’’the old man asked more amicably. 

“Yes. Nothing’s happened to your bullocks. . . Daria 
answered reluctantly, and looked blacker than night. 

‘ She’s had to part from some lover of hers on the road, and 
that’s why she’s so cross,’ Natalia thought. She always had a 
feeling of pity and fastidiousness about Daria and her unclean, 
amorous adventures. 


§ 2 § 

After breakfast Pantaleimon made ready to drive off; but at 
that moment the village ataman arrived. 

“I’d say ‘ good journey,' but wait a minute, Pantaleimon 
Prokoffievich, don’t go^ off ! ” he said. 

“You haven’t come for a wagon again, have you ? ” the old 
man said in an exaggeratedly submissive tone, though he was 
well-nigh choking with fury. 

“No, it’s something else this time. The commander of all 
the Don Army, general Sidorin himself, is coming here to-day. 
You understand ? I’ve just received a document by courier 
from the district ataman, ordering all the old men and the women 
down to the very last to assemble for a meeting.” 

“ Haven’t they got any sense ? ” Pantaleimon shouted. 
“ Who’s going to organize a village assembly at such an urgent 
time } Is your general Sidorin going to provide me with hay 
for the winter ? ’ ’ 

“ He’ll provide you with as much as he’ll provide me,” the 
ataman replied calmly. “ What I’m ordered to do, that I do. 
Unharness your animals ! We must welcome him hospitably. 
They say, by the way, that Allied generals are travelling with 
him.” 

Pantaleimon stood by the wagon for a moment, thinking it 
over, then began to unharness the bullocks. Seeing his remarks 
had had effect, the ataman cheered up and asked : 

“ Is there any chance of borrowing your mare ? ” 

“ What do you want her for ? ” 

“ They’ve ordered us, may they sit on a hedgehog, to send two 
troikas as far as Durnoi Dell to meet them. But where I’m to 
get the tarantasses and horses IVe no idea ! I was up and run¬ 
ning about before dawn ; I’ve soaked my shirt five times, and 
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still Fve only got hold of four horses. Everybody’s out at work, 
and you can shout as much as you like. ...” 

The mollified Pantaleimon agreed to let the ataman have his 
mare, and even offered his small, springed tarantass. After all, 
it was the commander-in-chief of the army who was coming, and 
foreign generals with him, too, and Pantaleimon always had had 
a feeling of fluttering respect for generals. 

The endeavours of the ataman resulted at last in the assembly 
of two troikas, which were sent off to Durnoi Dell to meet the 
honoured guests. The people gathered on the square. Many 
of them left their hay-mowing to hurry in from the steppe. 

Turning his back on the work, Pantaleimon dressed himself 
up, put on a clean shirt, striped cloth trousers, and the cap which 
Gregor had once brought home as a present for him. Then he 
limped off sedately to the market square, after ordering his old 
wife to send Daria out with water and food for Dunia. 

Soon a heavy dust was whirling up along the track and moving 
in a cloud towards the village ; through the dust something 
metallic gleamed, and from afar came the monotonous note of 
a car hooter. The guests were riding in two new-looking, gleam¬ 
ing, dark-blue cars ; driving round the mowers returning home 
from the steppe, the empty troikas bounced along far behind 
them, and the postal bells, which the ataman had acquired for this 
solemn occasion, tinkled dismally beneath the yokes. There 
was a perceptible stir among the crowd on the square, a hum of 
talk arose, and children’s merry shouts. The distracted ataman 
wandered through the crowd, collecting the worthy elders who 
were to be entrusted with the presentation of bread and salt. 
His eyes fell on Pantaleimon, and he gladly seized on him : 

“ Help me out, for Christ’s sake ! You’re a man of experience, 
you know the ways. . . . You know how to hobnob with them 
and all that sort of thing. . . . And besides, you’re a member 
of the Regional Administration, and your son’s a . . . Please 
take the bread and salt, for I’ve always been a nervous sort, and 
I’m all trembling at the knees.” 

Flattered beyond words by this honour, Pantaleimon refused 
at first, for decency’s sake ; then, seeming to draw his head down 
between his shoulders, he swiftly crossed himself and took the 
dish with its bread and salt covered by an embroidered hand- 
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towel. Pushing the crowd aside with his elbows, he stepped to 
the front. 

Accompanied by a drove of hoarsely barking dogs of all kinds, 
the cars swiftly approached the square. 

‘‘ How do you feel ? You’re not nervous ? ” the pale-faced 
ataman inquired of Pantaleimon. It was the first time he had 
ever seen such big bugs. Pantaleimon flashed a sidelong glance 
at him, and said in a voice husky with agitation : 

“ Here, hold this while I comb my beard ! Take it 1 ” 

The ataman submissively took the dish, while Pantaleimon 
smoothed his moustache and beard and youthfully flung out his 
chest, then, resting on the tips of the toes of his maimed leg, so 
that his deformity was not evident, he again took the dish. But 
it shook so violently in his hands that the ataman anxiously 
inquired : 

“You won’t drop it, will you ? Oh, look out! ” 

Pantaleimon shrugged his shoulders with the utmost contempt. 
He drop it! Could any man talk such nonsense ? He, a mem¬ 
ber of the Regional Administration, he who had been on hand¬ 
shake terms with everybody in the Governor’s palace, suddenly 
to be afraid of some general ! This wretched little ataman had 
gone right out of his mind ! 

“ My brother, when I was in the Army Region, I had tea with 
sugar in it with the Vice-Ataman himself. ...” Pantaleimon 
began. But the words froze on his lips. 

The leading car halted about a dozen paces away. A clean¬ 
shaven chauffeur in a cap with a large peak and narrow non- 
Russian epaulettes on his tunic nimbly jumped out and opened 
the door. Two officers dressed in khaki gravely got out and 
made their way towards the crowd. They walked straight 
towards Pantaleimon and, as he drew himself up to attention, so 
he remained transfixed. He guessed that these modestly-dressed 
people must be the generals, and that those who came behind 
and were dressed more finely were simply members of their suite. 
Then where were the generals’ solid epaulettes ? Where the 
shoulder knots and medals ? And what sort of generals were 
these, if they were quite undistinguishable from ordinary military 
clerks ? 

The old man stared without blinking at the approaching guests, 
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and his look revealed more and more open amazement. For 
one moment he was bitterly disillusioned. He even felt affronted, 
both because of his solemn preparations for the meeting, and also 
because these generals were a disgrace to the very title of general. 
Damn it, if he had known this was the kind of general that was 
going to turn up, he wouldn’t have dressed himself so carefully, 
and wouldn’t have waited for them with such a tremor of expect¬ 
ation, and in any case wouldn’t have stood like a fool, with a dish 
in his hands, and on it bread badly baked by some snotty-nosed 
old woman. No, Pantaleimon Prokoffievich had never been a 
laughing-stock in the people’s eyes, but now that had happened. 
A moment ago he had heard the children giggling behind his 
back, and one little devil even shouted at the top of his voice : 
“ Boys ! Look how old hoppy Melekhov has given himself a 
pain ! He looks as though he’s swallowed a brush ! ” If only 
there had been good reason for enduring the jeers and straining 
his stiffly-held lame leg ! All Pantaleimon’s entrails were bub¬ 
bling with indignation. And this accursed coward of an ataman 
was the cause of it all ! He had come and gabbled away, taken 
the mare and the tarantass, and had run all over the village with 
his tongue hanging out, looking for bells for the troikas. And in 
truth, the man who has never seen anything worth seeing is glad 
of a rag ! In all his life Pantaleimon had never seen such gener¬ 
als ! Take the Imperial Review, for instance : you’d see a man 
marching along with his chest full of medals, and w'earing gold 
lace. It did your heart good to look at him ; he was an ikon, 
not a general ! But these, ail in grey, like jackdaws. One of 
them hadn’t even got a proper peaked cap, as he should have 
when in dress uniform, but a kind of top-hat under muslin, and 
his face was shaved quite bare, you couldn’t have found one little 
hair, even if you’d searched with a lantern. . . . Pantaleimon’s 
face clouded and he all but spat with disgust. But someone 
gave him a hard jog in the back, and whispered in a loud 
voice : 

Go on, take it to them. . . .” 

He stepped forward. Looking over his head, general 
Sidorin ran his eyes around the crowd, and uttered in a ring¬ 
ing voice : 

‘‘ Greetings, worthy elders ! ” 
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We wish you health, your Excellency ! ’’ the villagers shouted 
in a ragged chorus. 

The general graciously accepted the bread and salt from 
Pantaleimon’s hands, said “Thank you,’’and passed the dish to 
his adjutant. 

After handing over the bread and salt Pantaleimon fell back to 
mix with the crowd. He did not stop to listen while some 
Vicshenska orator welcomed the visitors in the name of the cos- 
sack population of the Vieshenska district, but made his way to 
the troikas standing a little distance off. 

The horses were covered v/ith foam, and their ffanks were 
sunken. The old man went up to his mare, rubbed her nostrils 
with his sleeve, and sighed. He felt like cursing, unharnessing 
the mare at once, and leading her home, so great was his dis¬ 
illusionment. 

Meantime, general Sidorin was making a speech to the inhabit¬ 
ants of Tatarsk. Approvingly referring to their militant activities 
in the rear of the Reds, he said : 

“You have fought valiantly against our common enemies. 
Your services will not be forgotten by your native land, which 
is gradually being liberated from the Bolsheviks, from their 
terrible yoke. I would like to present tokens of our gratitude 
to those women of your village who, as we know, were especially 
prominent in the armed struggle against the Reds, I ask our 
cossack heroines whose names will be announced in a minute to 
step forward.” 

One of the officers read out a short list. The first name was 
that of Daria Melekhova, the others were widows of cossacks 
killed at the beginning of the rising, women who had participated, 
like Daria, in the massacre of the Communist prisoners driven 
to Tatarsk after the surrender of the Serdobsky regiment. 

Daria had not driven out to the fields, as Pantaleimon had 
ordered her. She proved to be on the square, among the crowd 
of village women, and she was attired as though the day were a 
holiday. The moment she heard her name called out she pushed 
the women aside and boldly walked to the front, tidying her 
white, lace-edged kerchief as she went, half-closing her eyes, and 
smiling a little with embarrassment. Tired as she was after her 
journey and amorous adventures, she was still devilishly good to 
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look at! Her pale cheeks, untouched by sunburn, reflected the 
hot glitter of her questing eyes, and in the wilful curl of her 
painted eyebrows and in the folds of her smiling lips lurked some¬ 
thing challenging and unclean. 

Her way was barred by an officer standing with his back to the 
crowd. She gently pushed him aside, saying : 

“ Let a soldier’s widow pass ! ” 

And she went right up to Sidorin. 

He took the medal with its St. George ribbon from the adjutant 
and, with fumbling fingers, pinned it to the left breast of Daria’s 
jacket, gazing with a smile into her eyes. 

“ So you’re the widow of ensign Melekhov, who was killed 
in March ? ” 

“Yes.” 

“ In a moment you will be given a monetary' reward, five 
hundred roubles. This officer will give it to you. The military 
Ataman Africano Petrovich Bogaevsky and the Government of 
the Don express their thanks to you for the great valour you have 
shown, and ask you to accept their sympathy. . . . They deeply 
sympathize with you in your sorrow.” 

Daria did not understand all the general said to her. She 
thanked him with a nod of her head, took the money from the 
adjutant’s hand and, smiling silently, gazed straight into the 
eyes of the still youthful general. They were almost of the 
same height, and Daria examined the general’s gaunt face with 
no great constraint, ‘ They’ve valued my Piotra cheap, at no 
more than the cost of a yoke of bullocks. But he’s not bad-look¬ 
ing, this general, quite passable,’ she was thinking with her native 
cynicism. Sidorin waited, expecting her to go ; but she still 
lingered. The adjutant and other officers standing behind him 
raised their eyebrows, drawing one another’s attention to the 
sprightly widow ; their eyes twinkled merrily. 

“ May I go ? ” Daria asked. 

“Why, yes, of course,” Sidorin permitted hurriedly. 

With an awkward movement Daria thrust the money into the 
neck opening of her jacket, and went back to the crowd. Weary 
with speeches and ceremonies, the officers closely followed her 
light, gliding walk. 

Martin Shamil’s widow approached Sidorin uncertainly. 
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When the medal was pinned to her old jacket she broke into 
tears, so unceremonious and so femininely bitter, that the officers* 
faces at once lost their amused expressions and grew serious, 
sympathetically sour. 

So your husband was killed, too ? Sidorin asked, his face 
clouding. 

The weeping woman covered her face with her hands, and 
nodded silently. 

“ She’s got so many children, you couldn’t get them all into 
one wagon,” a cossack remarked in a deep voice. 

Shortly afterwards the guests departed for the district centre. 
The people hurriedly began to disperse, hastening to get on 
with the mowing, and soon after the cars, escorted by a horde of 
clamorous dogs, had disappeared, only three old gaffers were left 
standing by the church fence. 

“ Strange days these are I ” one of them said, throwing out his 
arms expansively. “In the old days when there was a war on 
they gave the Cross of St. George or a medal for really big deeds, 
for heroism. And the men they gave them to ! The most 
daring, the most desperate ! It wasn’t for nothing that the 
people made up the saying : ‘ Either come back with a cross or 
remain dead on the field. ’ But these days they’ve started pinning 
crosses on women. It wouldn’t be so bad if the women had done 
anything, but, . . . The cossacks drove prisoners into the 
village, and the women killed the prisoners, unarmed men, with 
stakes. Where’s the heroism in that ? I don’t understand, God 
forgive me ! ” 

Another weak-sighted and feeble old man planted one foot 
aside, slowly drew a rolled cloth wallet out of his pocket, and 
said : 

“ The authorities can see better from Novocherkass. I expect 
they reasoned it out this way : the women have got to have some¬ 
thing to attract them as well, so as to raise everybody’s spirits, 
so as everybody should fight better. Here’s a medal, and here’s 
five hundred roubles : what woman could say ‘ no ’ to such an 
honour ? Some of the cossacks might not want to go to the front, 
might want to keep safely out of the war, but could they stay at 
home now ? Their wives would scorch their ears for them. 
The night cuckoo always cuckoos the loudest. And every 
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woman will begin to think : ‘ Maybe they’ll pin a medal on 
me. 

‘‘ You’re talking nonsense, cousin Fiodor,” the third man 
objected. “ They deserved to be rewarded, and so they were 
rewarded. The women are left widows, the money will be a great 
help to them on their farms, and the medals have been given 
them for their bravery. Daria Melekhova was the first to con¬ 
demn Kotliarov to death, and quite right, too ! The Lord is the 
judge of them all, but you can’t blame the women : their own 
blood calls loud. ...” 

The old gaffers argued and swore away until the church bell 
rang for vespers. The moment the sexton struck the bell all 
three rose, removed their caps, crossed themselves, and decorously 
entered the church enclosure. 


CHAPTER IV 

§i§ 

It was amazing how life had changed in the Melekhov family. 
It was not so long since Pantaleimon Prokoffievich had felt himself 
the all-powerful master of the house, and every member of the 
family obeyed him unconditionally ; the work was carried on by 
all jointly, they shared their joys and their sorrows, and a strong, 
abiding agreement was evident in all their existence. The family 
had been firmly welded together in one. Yet since that last spring 
everything had changed. Dunia was the first to break away. 
She did not openly disobey her father, but she did any work that 
fell to her with obvious reluctance, and as though she were not 
working for herself, but for hire. Outwardly she grew very 
reserved, alienated from the others ; rarely was her carefree 
laugh to be heard, nowadays. 

After Gregor’s departure for the front Natalia also grew less 
intimate with the old people. She spent almost all her time with 
the children, talked freely only with them, and occupied her¬ 
self with them, and it seemed as though she were quietly but 
deeply grieving over something. But not by a single word did 
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she share her sorrow with any other member of the family ; 
she complained to nobody, and kept her burden entirely to 
he rself. 

As for Daria, she changed completely after her journey with 
the wagon and oxen. She contradicted her father-in-law more 
and more frequently, paid no attention whatever to Ilinichna, was 
cross with everybody for no apparent cause, avoided taking part 
in the hay-mowing on the score of sickness, and behaved as 
though she had only a few more days to spend in the Melckhov 
house. 

Before Pantaleimon’s very e^^es the family was breaking up. 
He and his old wife were left alone. The family ties were 
destroyed swiftly and unexpectedly ; the warmth of their relation¬ 
ships was gone ; touches of irritation and hostility crept more 
and more into their conversation. They did not sit down at 
the common table, as in former times, like a single, friendly 
family, but like people who happened to find themselves together 
by chance. 

The war was the cause of it all: Pantaleimon realized that well 
enough. Dunia was annoyed with her parents because they had 
robbed her of the hope of marrying Mishka Koshevoi, the one 
man whom she loved with all the intensity of her virgin passion. 
With her native secrecy Natalia was silently and deeply suffering 
because of Gregor’s latest entanglement with Aksinia. Panta¬ 
leimon saw it all, but he could do nothing to restore the old order 
in his family, fn very deed, after all that had occurred he could 
not give his consent to his daughter’s marriage with an inveterate 
Bolshevik ; and besides, what use would it be if he did consent, 
seeing that the devil of a bridegroom was dashing about some¬ 
where at the front, and in the Red Army into the bargain ! The 
same applied to Gregor : if he hadn’t been wearing an officer’s 
uniform Pantaleimon would have dealt properly with him ! He 
would have dealt with him so thoroughly that afterwards Gregor 
would not even have squinted at the Astakhovs’ yard. But the 
war had messed up everything, and robbed the old man of the 
possibility of living and ruling his house as he desired. The war 
had ruined him, had robbed him of his former zest for work, had 
taken his elder son from him, had brought discord and disorder 
into his family. It had passed over his life like a storm over 
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ripened wheat; yet even after a storm the wheat rises again and 
is beautiful under the sun, but now the old man could not rise. 
He mentally let everything slide. So be it ! 

Daria cheered up after receiving her award from the hands of 
general Sidorin. She returned excited and happy from the 
square. Her eyes glittering, she showed Natalia the medal. 

‘‘ What have you got that for ? ” Natalia asked in amazement. 

‘‘ That’s for my cousin Ivan Alexievich, may he rest in peace, 
the son of a bitch ! And this is for Piotra.” With a flourish she 
unfolded the packet of crackling Don credit notes. 

But even then Daria did not go out to the fields. Pantaleimon 
wanted to send her out with food, but she flatly refused : 

“ Let me be, father, I’m worn out after the journey.” 

The old man’s face clouded. To soften her rough refusal, 
Daria said half-jokingly : 

“ On such a day it’s a sin for you to force me to go out to the 
fields. To-day’s a holiday for me.” 

“ I’ll take the food myself,” the old man agreed. “ Well, and 
what about the money ? ” 

“ What about the money ? ” Daria raised her eyebrows in 
surprise. 

“ I ask, what are you intending to do with the money } ” 

“That’s my affair. I’ll do what I like with it.” 

“ But that is . . . what do you mean ? Didn’t they give you 
the money for Piotra ? ” 

“ They gave it to me, and it’s not for you to dispose 
of it.” 

“ But are you one of the family or what ? ” 

“ And what do you want of this one of the family, father } To 
take the money for yourself ? ” 

“ I don’t mean the lot; but was Piotra our son or not, in your 
view ? The old woman and I ought to have a share, didn’t 
we ? ” 

The old man’s claims were made in an obviously uncertain 
tone, and Daria resolutely took the upper hand. In a con¬ 
temptuously calm voice she said : 

“ I shan’t give you anything ; I shan’t even give you a rouble I 
You’ve got no share in this, or he’d have put it in your hand. 
And why are you kicking up a fuss about your share ? No one 
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said anything about shares, and you needn't stretch your hand 
out for my money, you won't get it! " 

Then Pantaleimon made his last attempt. 

“You live with us, you eat our bread, and that means that 
everything ought to be in common. What sort of order will 
there be if each begins to run his own affairs separately ? I won't 
allow that! " he said. 

But Daria repulsed this final attempt to take possession of 
money which belonged to her. Smiling shamelessly, she 
announced : 

“I’m not married to you, father. I live with you to-day, 
but to-morrow I shall get married, and then you’ll be glad to set 
eyes on me ! And I’m not bound to pay you for my food. 
I've worked ten years for your family, never straightening 
my back.*' 

“ You've worked for yourself, you sinful hussy I ” Pantaleimon 
shouted indignantly. He shouted something else also, but Daria 
did not stop to listen to him. Sweeping up the edge of her skirt, 
she swung round right under his nose and went off to the best 
room. “ He tried it on the wrong woman I " she whispered, 
with a sneering smile. 

There the conversation ended. And, truly, Daria was not 
the one to yield her rights out of fear of the old man's anger. 

Pantaleimon made ready to drive off to the fields, but before 
his departure he had a short talk with Ilinichna. 

“You keep an eye on Daria ! " he asked. 

“ Why, what am I to keep an eye on her for ? ” Ilinichna asked 
in astonishment. 

“ Why, just in case she gets out of hand and leaves home, and 
takes some of our property with her. It looks to me as if she 
isn't spreading her wings for nothing. . . . It's clear she's 
found a young man for herself, and one of these fine days she'll 
be getting married.” 

“You may be right,” Ilinichna agreed with a sigh. “She 
lives like any Khokhol on the outskirts of the village ; nothing 
pleases her, everything's all wrong for her. . . . These days 
she's cut off from the rest of us, and, no matter how much you 
try, you can't stick a piece of bread back on the loaf again.” 

“ There's no reason why we should try to stick her on again ! 
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You old fool, don*t think of holding her back if she talks about it. 
Let her leave the house. IVe had enough of having to handle 
her ! ’’ Pantaleimon climbed on to the 'wagon ; as he called 
to the bullocks he ended : “ She saves herself from work like 
a dog from flies, but she’s always trying to get the best piece for 
herself and to have a good time. Now Piotra’s gone, God rest 
his soul, we don’t want to keep the likes of her in the family. 
She’s not a woman, she’s a sticky disease ! ” 

The old people’s assumptions were mistaken. Daria was 
not even thinking of getting another husband. She was not 
thinking of married life, she had another burden on her 
mind, . . . 


§ 2 § 

All that day she was sociable and gay. Even the dispute over 
the money had no effect on her spirits. She spent a long time 
twisting and turning before the mirror, examining the medal 
from all angles ; she dressed and redressed herself five times, 
to see which jacket the striped George ribbon most suited, and 
joked : Now I ought to win some more crosses.” Then she 
called Ilinichna into the best room, pushed two twenty-rouble 
notes into her palm and, pressing the old woman’s knotted hand 
to her breast with her own burning hands, whispered : ** That’s 
for pra 3 ^ers for Piotra. Order masses for him, and boil some 
porridge to take to church for him.”^ She burst into tears. 
But a minute later, though her eyes were still glittering with tears, 
she was playing with Mishatlca, flinging her silk holiday shawl 
over him, and laughing as though she had never wept and never 
known the salty taste of tears in all her life. 

She grew even more gay when Dunia returned from the fields. 
She told how she had been given the medal, and jokingly imitated 
the solemn tone in which the general had spoken. Then, saucily, 
surreptitiously winking at Natalia, with a serious face she assured 
Dunia that soon she, Daria, an officer’s widow awarded the Cross 
of St. George, was to be raised to officer’s rank and appointed to 
the command of a company of elderly cossacks. 

Natalia sat mending the children’s shirts and listening to Daria, 

^ It was the custom to boil barley, rice or other cereals, with honey 
and currants, to take to church when memorial masses were to be said. 
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suppressing a smile. But Dunia was completely bewildered, and 
asked, foldmg her hands imploringly : 

“ Daria ! Daria dear ! Don’t tell stories, for Christ’s sake 1 
For now I really don’t know when you’re telling stories and when 
you’re telling the truth. Tell me all about it seriously.” 

“ Don’t you believe me ? Well, then you must be a stupid 
girl ! I’m telling you the simple truth. The officers are all 
at the front, and who’s going to teach the old men how to march 
and all the things you have to know when you’re a soldier ? 
You wait till they’re put under my command, and then I’ll handle 
them, the old devils ! This is how I shall command them ! ” 
Daria closed the door leading to the kitchen, to malce sure her 
father-in-law did not see her, then swiftly tucked the edge of her 
skirt between her legs and, seizing it from the back with one 
hand, her bare, shining calves gleaming, she marched about the 
best room, halted close to Dunia, and gave orders in a chesty 
voice : 

“ Old men, at-tention ! Raise your heads higher ! March 
in a circle by the left 1 ” 

Dunia could not control herself, and she burst into laughter, 
hiding her face in her hands. Through her laughter Natalia 
said : 

“ Oh, that’s enough ! No good will come of it ! ” 

“ So no good will come of it ? And have you ever known any 
good in your life ? If you don’t let yourself go, you’ll go mouldy 
in this house ! ” 

But Daria’s outburst of gaiety ended as suddenly as it had 
begun. Half an hour later she retired to her room, angrily tore 
the ill-boding medal from her breast, and flung it into the chest. 
Then, resting her cheeks on her hands, she sat a long time by 
the window. Al night she slipped off somewhere or other, and 
returned only after the first cock-crow. 

After that she worked hard in the fields for four days. 


§ 3 § 

The hay-mowing was in a sad way. There was a shortage of 
workers. Not more than four acres or so could be mowed in 
a day. The mown hay was soaked with rain, and that added to 



THE DON FLOWS HOME TO THE SEA 


50 

the work : the swathes had to be tossed and dried in the sun. 
Before they could be raked into cocks a heavy rain again fell and 
continued from nightfall till dawn with autumnal constancy. 
Then fine weather set in, an Eastern wind blew, the mowing 
machines again began to clatter out in the steppe, a sweetish bitter 
scent of mildew came from the blackened cocks, the steppe was 
enveloped in haze, and the indistinct outlines of the guardian 
mounds, the bluish gaps of the ravines and the green caps of the 
willows above the distant ponds emerged vaguely through the 
azure mist. 

On the fourth day Daria made ready to go to the district centre 
straight from the fields. She announced her intention when she 
sat down in the field camp for the noonday brealc. 

In a disgruntled, sneering tone Pantaleimon asked : 

** Why all this hurry ? Can’t you wait till Sunday ? ” 

** I’ve got business to do, and it won’t wait.” 

“Not even one day ? ” 

Through set teeth Daria answered : 

“No.” 

“ Well, if it’s worrying you so much that you can’t be the least 
bit patient, you go. But all the same, what is this urgent business 
you’ve got to see to ? May we be informed ? ” 

“ If you know everything you’ll die before your time.” 

As always, Daria did not mince her words and, spitting with 
annoyance, Pantaleimon cut his questions short. 

Next day, on her way back from the district centre Daria 
turned aside to call at Tatarsk. Only Ilinichna and the children 
were at home. Mishatka was about to run up to his aunt, but 
she coldly pushed him away and asked her mother-in-law : 

“ Where’s Natalia, mother } ” 

“ She’s in the vegetable plot, watering the potatoes. What do 
you want her for ? Has the old man sent for her ? He isn’t 
mad, is he ? You tell him I said so.” 

“ Nobody’s sent for her ; I had something I wanted to say to 
her.” 

“ Did you come in on foot ? ” 

“Yes.” 

“ Will our folk be finished soon ? ” 

“ To-morrow, probably.” 
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“ But wait a bit, where are you flying off to ? Has the rain 
spoilt much of the hay ? ’’ the old woman questioning with 
importunity, followed Daria as she went down the steps. 

“ No, not much. Well, Fm going, I havenT got time. . . 

“ Drop in on your way back from the garden, and pick up 
a shirt for the old man. D’you hear ...?'’ 

Daria pretended she had not heard, and hurriedly made her 
way to the cattle yard. By the landing-place at the river edge 
she halted and, half-closing her eyes, looked at the green expanse 
of the Don. The freshly humid air above the river struck a chill 
into her. She slowly made her way along the bank to the 
gardens. 

Over the Don a wind was wandering, seagulls were wheeling. 
The water crawled lazily up the sloping bank. Enveloped in a 
transparent lilac haze, the chalky hills gleamed faintly beneath 
the sun, and the rain-washed forest on the farther bank showed 
youthfully and freshly green, as in early spring. 

Daria removed her shoes from her aching feet, washed her 
legs, and sat a long time on the bank, on the burning shingle. 
Shading her eyes from the sun with her palm, she listened to the 
seagulls’ yearning cries, to the measured lap, lap of the water. 
She was moved to tears at the stillness, at the heart-rending cries 
of the gulls ; and the misfortune which had so unexpectedly 
come upon her seemed still more burdensome and bitter. 


§ 4 § 

Natalia straightened her back with difficulty, leaned her 
mattock against the wattle-fence and, noticing Daria, went to 
meet her. 

“ D’you want me, Dasha ? ” 

“ Fve come to you with my trouble. ...” 

They sat dowm side by side. Natalia took off her kerchief, 
tidied her hair, and glanced expectantly at Daria. She was 
amazed at the change which had occurred in Daria’s face during 
the past few days : her cheeks were sunken and grey, a deep 
frown knitted her forehead, there was a feverish, anxious glitter 
in her eyes. , 
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“ What’s the matter with you ? You’ve gone quite dark in 
the face,” Natalia asked sympathetically. 

You’d go dark in my place. ...” Daria forced a smile, 
then was silent. “ Have you got much more to hoe ? 

“ I’ll be finished by the evening. But what has happened to 
you ? ” 

Daria convulsively swallowed her spittle and answered hur¬ 
riedly, in a dull voice : 

‘‘I’ll tell you what ! I’m ill. ... I’ve got ... a filthy 
disease. ... I caught it when I went on that last journey. . . . 
Some accursed officer gave it me ! ” 

“ So you’ve paid for your pleasure ! ” Natalia clapped her 
hands in fear and distress. 

“Yes, I’ve paid for it. . . . And there’s nothing to be said, 
and nobody to complain of. . . . It’s just my weakness. . . . 
The swine made up to me, soft-soaped me. . . . He had white 
teeth, but he was rotten at heart. . . . And now I’m finished I ” 

“ Poor wretch ! But now what ? Now what are you going 
to do ? ” Natalia stared at Daria with dilated eyes, while Daria, 
gazing down at her feet, recovered her composure and went on 
more calmly : 

“You see, even on the way back I began to notice things. 
At first, I thought, maybe it was just. . . . You know yourself 
that women have all sorts of troubles. Last spring I lifted a sack 
of wheat from the ground, and it made me go three weeks over 
my period. Well, but afterwards I realized that it wasn’t quite 
the same this time. . . . The signs appeared. . . . And yester¬ 
day I went to see the doctor at the district centre. I could have 
died with shame. . . . But it’s all over now. . . . The good 
girl has got her reward 1 ” 

“ You must get cured of it, only it’s such a disgrace. They 
say that sort of disease can be cured.” 

“ No, girl, you can’t cure mine. ...” Daria smiled wrily, 
and she lifted her burning eyes for the first time during the talk. 
“ I’ve got syphilis. And there’s no cure for that. Your nose 
drops oflt with that. . . . Like old mother Andronokha—have 
you ever seen her ? ” 

“ Now what will you do ” Natalia asked in a weeping voice, 
and her eyes filled with tear#. 
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Daria sat silent for a long time. She tore a convolvulus flower 
from the maize stalk around which it had entwined itself/ and 
raised it close to her eyes. The tender, rosy-fringed trumpet of 
the tiny flower, so translucently light, almost imponderable, gave 
off a heavy, fleshy perfume of sun-drenched earth. Daria stared 
at it eagerly and curiously, as though she had never seen a 
common and insignificant convolvulus before, then carefully 
laid it on the wind-dried, crumbling earth and said : 

“ What shall I do, you ask ? As I came back from the district 
centre I was thinking and planning all the way. ... Til lay 
hands on myself: that’s what I’ll do. It’s a pity, but there 
seems to be no other way out. It doesn’t matter if I do try to 
get cured, everybody in the village will find out, they’ll all point 
their finger at me, they’ll all turn their backs and laugh. Who 
will want me in the state I am now ? My beauty will fade, 
I shall wither completely, I shall rot alive. . . . And I don’t 
want that! ” She spoke as though she were discussing the 
question with herself, and paid no heed to Natalia’s gesture of 
protest. “ Before I went to Vieshenska I thought that if I had 
got a filthy disease I’d get cured. And that’s why I didn’t give 
father the money : I thought it would come in useful to pay the 
doctors. . . . But now I’ve changed my mind. And I’m fed 
up with it all. I don’t want to get cured.” 

Daria swore a terrible, masculine oath, spat, and with the back 
of her hand wiped away a tear hanging on her long eyelashes. 

‘‘ The things you’re saying . . . ! You ought to be afraid of 
God ...” Natalia said quietly. 

“ He . . . God ... is no use to me now. As it is he’s got 
in my way all my life. ...” Daria smiled ; and in that smile, 
mischievous and crafty, for one second Natalia recognized the old 
Daria. “You couldn’t do this, and you couldn’t do that ; 
everybody frightened you off sinning with talk of the Day of 
Judgment. ... But you couldn’t think of anything more 
terrible than the judgment I’m going to carry out on myself. 
I’m fed up with it all, Natalia. Everybody’s turned horrible. 
. . . It’ll be easy for me to do away with myself. I’ve got 
nobody behind me or before me. And nobody to tear out of 
my heart. . . . But it’s true ! ” 

Natalia argued ardently, pleaded with Daria to think it over 

c 
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and to put the thought of suicide right out of her mind. But 
Daria, who listened abstractedly at first, collected herself and 
angrily interrupted : 

Drop all that, Natalia ! I haven’t come here for you to 
talk me out of it and plead with me. I came to tell you about 
my trouble, and to warn you that from to-day on you mustn’t 
let your children come near me. My disease is infectious, so 
the doctor says, and I’ve heard say it is myself, and I don’t want 
them to catch it from me. Don’t you see, stupid ? And you 
tell the old woman, I haven’t got courage enough. . . . But 
I . . . Tm not going to put m^^ head in a noose at once, don’t 
think that ; there’s plenty of time for that. ... I’ll live a little 
longer, and enjoy myself in the world, taking my farewell of it. 
You know what we’re like. So long as there’s no tugging at 
our. heart we go on blindly. . . . Look at the life I’ve lived. 
I’ve been sort of blind ; but as I was coming back from Vieshenska 
along by the Don, and as 1 thought that soon I would have to 
leave all this, it was as though my eyes had been opened. I 
looked at the Don, and it was all rippling, and in the sunlight it 
was pure silver, and dancing so that it made the eyes smart to 
look at. I turned all round, and looked. . . . Lord, how 
beautiful it all was 1 And yet I’d never noticed it before. . . 
Daria smiled shamefacedly, and was silent. She clenched her 
fists and, choking down the sobbing rising in her throat, began 
to speak again, in a still higher and more strained voice. 
“ Already along the road I’d cried more than once. ... As 
I came near the village I looked and saw the tiny children bathing 
in the river. . . . And as I looked at them my heart suddenly 
ached, and I burst into a bellow, like a fool. I lay a couple of 
hours on the sand. It’s not easy for me if I stop to think. ...” 

She rose from the ground, shook out her skirt, and with an 
habitual movement adjusted the kerchief on her head. 

” The only joy I get when I think of death is that in the next 
world I shall see Piotra again. ... ‘ Well ! ’ I shall say, ‘ my 

old friend, Piotra Pantalievich, take back your wanton wife 
With her customary cynical facetiousness she added : “ But he 
won’t be able to beat me in that world ; they don’t let quarrel¬ 
some ones into heaven, do they ? Well, good-bye, Natalia dear 1 
Don’t forget to tell mother about my trouble.” 
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Natalia sat covering her eyes with her slender, dirty palms. 
Between her fingers tears glittered like resin in splinters of pine. 
Daria reached the plaited wattle-gate, then turned and said in 
a business-like tone : 

“ From to-day on I shall eat from separate dishes. Tell 
mother so. Oh, yes, and one other thing : tell her she’s not to 
say anything to father about it, or the old man will go mad and 
turn me out of the house. And that would be the last straw. 
I’m going straight out to the mowing now. Good-bye ! ” 


§ 5 § 

The mowers returned from the steppe next day. Pantaleimon 
decided to start carting in the hay after dinner. Dunia drove 
the bullocks down to the Don for water, and Ilinichna and 
Natalia swiftly laid the table. 

Daria came last to the table, and sat down at the end. Ilinichna 
set a small plate of cabbage soup before her, put a spoon and 
a piece of bread for her and, as usual, poured the soup for the 
others into the one large, common bowl. 

Pantaleimon stared at his wife in surprise, indicated Daria’s 
plate with his eyes, and asked : 

What’s all that ? Why have you poured out her soup 
separate ? Isn’t she any longer of our faith ? ” 

Whatever do you want ? Get on with your food ! ” 

The old man gave Daria a humorous look, and 
smiled : 

“ Aha ! I understand ! Since she’s been given a medal she 
doesn’t want to eat out of the common dish ! What’s the matter, 
Daria ? Turning up your nose at supping out of the one bowl 
with us ? ” 

No, I’m not turning up my nose. I mustn’t,” Daria huskily 
answered. 

“ And why not ? ” 

“My throat hurts.” 

“ Well, and what of it ? ” 

“ I went to Vieshenska to see the doctor, and he said I was to 
eat out of a separate dish.” 
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‘‘ I had a sore throat once, but I didn’t keep away from every¬ 
body else, and, glory be, I didn’t give it to anybody else. So 
what sort of chill have you got ^ ” 

Daria turned pale, rubbed her lips with her palm and laid down 
her spoon. Angered by her husband’s importunity, Ilinichna 
shouted at him : 

What are you plaguing the woman for ? We get no peace 
from you even at the table ! He sticks like a burr, and there’s 
no getting away from him ! ” 

But what’s all the fuss about } ” Pantaleimon barked irritably. 
“For all I care you can do what you like ! ” 

In his annoyance he poured a spoonful of hot soup into his 
throat, burned himself and, spitting out the soup all over his 
beard, roared madly : 

“ You don’t know how to serve food up properly, curse the 
lot of you ! Who ever serves up soup straight from the fire ? ’ ’ 

“ If you were to talk less at the table the soup wouldn’t burn 
you,” Ilinichna consoled him. 

Dunia almost burst into laughter as she watched her father, 
his face a vivid purple, collect the cabbage and pieces of potato 
out of his beard. But everybody else was so straightfaced that 
she refrained and turned her eyes away for fear of laughing at an 
awkward moment. 

§ 6 § 

After dinner the old man and both his daughters-in-law drove 
off to bring in the hay. Pantaleimon passed the hay on a long 
pitchfork up to the wagon, while^ Natalia took the fusty-smelling 
pile and trod it down. She and Daria returned from the fields 
together. Pantaleimon had driven on far ahead with his old, 
long-striding bullocks. 

The sun was setting behind the mound. The bitter worm¬ 
wood scent arising from the mowed steppe grew stronger to¬ 
wards evening, yet at the same time it grew milder, more pleasant, 
and lost the choking pungency it had had during the day. 
The heat was declining. The bullocks moved willingly and, 
thrown up by their hoofs, the heavy dust of the summer 
track rose and settled on the clumps of wayside thistles. The 
thistle heads with their spreading raspberry crowns flamed 
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brilliantly. Over them the bees were hovering. Lapwings 
flew off to the distant steppe pond, calling to one another as 
they went. 

Daria lay face downward on the swaying wagon, resting on 
her elbows, occasionally glancing at Natalia. Lost in thought, 
Natalia was gazing at the sunset; coppery crimson lights roved 
over her calm, clear face. ‘ But Natalia’s happy ; she’s got a 
husband and children, there’s nothing more she wants. Every¬ 
body in the family loves her. But as for me, I’m finished. 
When I die nobody will shed a tear.’ As Daria thought enviously 
of her sister-in-law she suddenly felt a desire stirring within 
her to embitter Natalia somehow, to cause her pain. Why had 
she, Daria, got to be the only one to struggle with attacks of 
despair, to think incessantly of her ruined life and suffer so 
cruelly } She took another swift glance at Natalia, and said 
in a tone which she tried to make sound sincere : 

“ I want to make a confession to you, Natalia.” 

Natalia did not reply at once. Gazing at the sunset, she was 
recalling that day long ago when she was still Gregor’s betrothed, 
and he had come to her home to see her. When he left she had 
gone out to the gate to see him off. That day also the sunset 
had flamed, a raspberry-coloured afterglow had spread in the 
west, and the rooks had been calling in the willows. Gregor 
had ridden away half-turned in his saddle, and she had gazed 
after him through tears of joyous agitation and, pressing her 
hands to her pointed, virgin breasts, had felt the violent beating 
of her heart. . . . She was not pleased when Daria suddenly 
broke the silence, and she reluctantly asked : 

” Why, what have you got to coiuv^ss ? ” 

“ I’ve committed a sin. . . . D’you remember when Gregor 
came home from the front on leave ? On the evening of that 
day, I remember, I was milldng the cow. As I weait to the 
hut I heard Aksinia calling me. Well, she called me over and 
gave me this little ring, simply forced it on me,” Daria turned 
the gold ring on her ring-finger, “ and coaxed me into sending 
Gregor to her. Well, it was jione of'ffl-y-'bj^iness. . . . And 
I told him. All that ni^" he\. f 9 m€mber he said 

Kudynov had come ar^l^e pstd sat talking with It was 

all nonsense ! He waff wijth 
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Natalia aat benumbed, whitefaced, silently breaking a dry 
piece of clover in her hands. 

Don’t be angry with me,' Natasha. I’m sorry now that I 
told you,” Daria said humbly, trying to look into Natalia’s eyes. 

Natalia silently choked back her tears. So unexpected and 
oppressive was the sorrow which had again come upon her that 
she had no strength to answer Daria, and only turned away to 
hide her distorted face. 

As they drove into the village Daria thought in her vexation 
with herself: ‘ The devil must have egged me on to peck at 
her ! Now she’ll stream with tears for a whole month 1 I 
should have let her go on without knowing. It’s better for such 
cows to live in their blindness.’ Desiring to soften the impres¬ 
sion her words had made, she said : 

“ But don’t you be too upset. What is that to sigh about ? 
My trouble is heavier than yours, but I keep my chin up. And 
the devil knows—after all, he might not have been with her 
at all in reality, but did go to sec Kudynov. I didn’t follow him. 
And if you’re not caught you’re not a thief.” 

“ I guessed where he’d gone,” Natalia said quietly, wiping her 
eyes with the corner of her kerchief. 

“ But if you guessed, why didn’t you ask him about it } Ah, 
you good-for-nothing ! He wouldn’t have wriggled away from 
me ! I’d have got him into such a corner that he’d have felt 
sick ! ” 

“ I was afraid to know the truth. . . . D’you think it’s easy 
to bear ? ” Natalia said, stammering with emotion. Her eyes 
flashed. “ You might have . . . lived like that with Piotra. . . . 
But when I remember . . . when I remember all I’ve had to 
. . . had to go through. . . . It’s terrible to bear even now.” 

Well, then, forget it all ! ” Daria naively counselled her. 

That’s not the sort of thing you ever forget ! ” Natalia 
exclaimed in a queer, husky voice. 

“ I’d forget it! A lot of fuss over nothing ! ” 

‘'You forget your disease ! ” 

Daria burst into a laugh. 

“ I’d be delighted to, but it won’t let me, curse it! Listen, 
Natasha; if you like I’ll find it all out from Aksinia. She’ll 
tell me. God punish me ! There isn’t a woman alive who could 
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keep quiet and not tell others who loves her and how. I know 
from my own case.’* 

I don’t want your service ! You’ve already done me one 
service ! ” Natalia drily answered. “I’m not blind, I know 
why you told me all about it. It wasn’t because you were sorry 
for me that you confessed, as you pretended, but because you 
wanted to see me more unhappy. ...” 

“ You’re right,” Daria assented with a sigh. “ But you judge 
for yourself : I’m not the only one who ought to suffer, am I ? ” 

She slipped down from the wagon, took the bullock-rein in 
her hand and led the wearily shambling animals down the hill. 
At the entrance to their lane she went up to the wagon and 
said : 

“ Natalia dear ! There’s one thing I want to ask you. . . . 
Do you love your man very mucji ? ” 

“As best I can,” Natalia answered indefinitely. 

“ So you do ! ” Daria sighed. “ But I’ve never happened to 
love anyone very much. I’ve loved as a dog loves, just anyhow, 
as it came along. ... If I had to live my life over again I’d 
be different, too,” 

The black night followed the short summer gloaming. They 
stacked the hay in the yard in the darkness. The women worked 
without talking, and Daria made no retort even when Pantaleimon 
shouted at her. 


CHAPTER V 

§i§ 

IGOROUSLY PURSUING the enemy as they fell back from Ust- 
Miedvieditsa, the united forces of the Don Army and the Upper 
Don insurgents moved northward. At Sashkin the broken 
regiments of the Ninth Red Army attempted to hold up the 
Cossacks, but they were driven out of their positions and again 
retreated almost to the Tsaritsyn railway, without making any 
resolute stand. 

Gregor with his division took part in the battle, and rendered 



6o THE DON FLOWS HOME TO THE SEA 

considerable assistance to general Sutulov’s brigade, which was 
attacked from the flank. Yermakov’s mounted regiment, which 
Gregor ordered into the attack, captured some two hundred 
Red Army men, four machine-guns and eleven ammunition 
wagons. 

Late in the afternoon Gregor rode into Sashkin with a group 
of cossacks belonging to the First Regiment. Close to the 
house occupied by the divisional staff a dense crowd of prisoners, 
glimmering white in their cotton shirts and pants, were guarded 
by half a company of cossacks. The majority of the prisoners 
had been relieved of their boots and had been undressed down 
to their underclothing, and only here and there a dirty khaki 
tunic showed a greenish hue among the general whiteness of the 
crowd. 

“ Why, they’ve gone as white as geese ! ” Prokhor Zykov 
exclaimed, pointing to the prisoners. 

Gregor pulled on the reins and turned his horse sideways. 
Seeking out Yermakov in the crowd of cossacks, he called him 
across : 

“ Ride closer ; what are you burying yourself behind other 
men’s backs for ? ” 

Coughing into his fist, Yermakov rode up. Blood was caked 
under his meagre black moustache, on his cnished lips ; his 
right cheek was swollen and going blue with fresh abrasions. 
During the attack his horse had stumbled and fallen under him 
in full gallop ; flying like a stone a good fifteen feet, Yermakov 
had slid on his belly over the hummocky ground of a cornfield 
left fallow for the season. He and the horse jumped to their 
feet simultaneously. And a minute later Yermakov was in the 
saddle again. Capless, with blood streaming from him, but 
with his bared sabre in his hand, he flew to overtake the flood 
of cossack cavalry streaming down the slope. 

‘‘ And why should I bury myself.? ” he asked with apparent 
surprise, as he drew level with Gregor. His eyes were still 
aflame with the light of battle and suffused with blood. But 
he averted his gaze in embarrassment. 

‘‘ The cat knows whose meat she’s eaten ! What are you 
riding behind me for ? ” Gregor asked angrily. 

“ What meat are you talking about ? Don’t ask me your 
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riddles now, I shan’t guess them in any case. I fell off my 
horse head first to-day. ...” 

“ Is that your work ? ” Gregor pointed at the prisoners with 
his whip. 

Yermakov pretended that he had not noticed them before, and 
assumed a boundless astonishment: 

Well, the sons of bitches ! The damned rogues ! They’ve 
stripped them ! But when did they manage to do that ? You 
wouldn’t believe it ! Why, I only left them a minute ago, after 
giving strict orders that they were not to be touched. And 
now look at them ! They’ve stripped the poor devils clean ! ” 

“ Don’t try to pull the wool over my eyes 1 What are you 
acting for ? Did you give orders to undress them ? ” 

“ God forbid ! Are you in your senses, Gregor Pantalievich ? ” 

“Do you remember my command ? ” 

“You mean in regard to . . .” 

“Yes, in regard to that ! ” 

“ Why, of course I remember. I remember it by heart. 
Like the poetry we used to learn at school.” 

Gregor involuntarily smiled. Leaning across his saddle, he 
seized Yermakov by the strap of his swordbelt. He was very 
fond of this daring, desperately brave commander. 

“ Kharlampy ! No wriggling ; why did you allow it } The 
new colonel they’ve put in the staff in place of Kopylov will 
report it, and you’ll have to answer for it. You won’t be so 
glad when you’re facing the music, and it’s nothing but questions 
and cross-examinations.” 

“ I couldn’t stand it, Pantalievich ! ” Yermakov answered 
seriously and simply. “ They were all dressed up like new 
pins, they’d been issued new clothing in Ust-Miedvieditsa, 
while my lads were going short; they haven’t got much even 
at home. And they’d have been stripped when they got to the 
rear, in any case. Have we got to capture them for the rear 
rats to strip them ? No, better that our men should have the 
use of the clothing. I shall answer for it, but they won’t get 
much change out of me ! And don’t you come down on me ! 
I know nothing about it and wasn’t responsible, even in my 
sleep ! ” 

They drew level with the crowd of prisoners. The low 
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murmur of talk died away. The men on the flanks made way 
for the horsemen, staring at them with sullen fear and anxious 
expectation. One Red Army man recognized Gregor as a 
commander, and went right up to him, touching his stirrup 
with his hand : 

“ Comrade commander ! Tell your cossacks to return our 
greatcoats at any rate. Have that much pity on us ! It's cold 
at night, and we're absolutely nalced, as you can see for 
yourself." 

“ I don't suppose you’ll get frostbite in the middle of summer, 
you marmot ! " Yermakov replied harshly. Pushing the man 
aside with his horse, he turned to Gregor : “ Don’t you worry, 
I'll give orders for them to be allowed some of the old clothing. 
Now, stand away, stand away, warriors ! You should be killing 
the lice in your trousers, and not fighting cossacks ! " 


§ 2 § 

In the staff room the captured company commander was 
being examined. The new chief of staff, colonel Andreyanov, 
was sitting behind a table covered with ancient American cloth. 
Andreyanov was an elderly, snub-nosed man, with hair very 
grey at the temples and with large, childishly prominent cars. 
The Red commander stood in front of the table, a couple of 
paces away. The prisoner’s statements were being taken down 
by one of the staff officers, captain Sulin, who had been posted 
to the division with Andreyanov. 

The Red commander, a tall, fiery-moustached man with lint- 
white hair cut so short that it bristled, stood with bare feet on 
the ochre-painted floor, shifting from foot to foot, occasionally 
giving the colonel a swift glance. The cossacks had left him 
only his soldier's shirt of yellow, unbleached cotton, and in 
exchange for his own trousers had given him ragged and badly 
patched cossack trousers with faded stripes. As Gregor went 
over to the table he saw the prisoner make a swift, awkward 
attempt to cover his naked body, pulling his trousers, torn at the 
seat, around him. 

“ The Orlov Provincial Military Commissariat, you say ? " 
the colonel asked, swiftly glancing at the man over his spectacles. 
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He lowered his eyes again and, half-closing them, turned to 
examining a document in his hands. 

“Yes/’ 

“ In the autumn of last year ? ” 

“ At the end of the autumn/’ 

“ You’re lying I ” 

“I’m telling the truth.” 

“ I repeat that you are lying ! ” 

The man shrugged his shoulders and said nothing. The 
colonel looked at Gregor and said, nodding contemptuously in 
the prisoner’s direction : 

“ Here, come and admire 1 A former officer of the Imperial 
Army, but now, as you see, a Bolshevik. He’s got caught, and 
now he wants to tell us that he was with the Reds by accident, 
that he was mobilized. He lies as naively and absurdly as a 
highschool girl, and thinks we’re going to believe him. But 
he hasn’t got the courage to admit that he’s been a traitor to 
his fatherland. ... He’s afraid, the scoundrel ! ” 

Speaking with difficulty, the man said : 

“ I gather, colonel, that you’ve got sufficient courage to insult 
a prisoner. ...” 

“ I don’t talk to scoundrels ! ” 

“ But I’ve got to speak ! ” 

“ Be careful ! Don’t force me to insult you in a more active 
fashion I ” 

“ That is easy enough for you in your position, and, most 
important of all, you run no risk in doing so ! ” 

Gregor, who had not said a word, sat down at the table and 
looked with a sympathetic smile at the prisoner. The man 
was white with indignation. * He’s made the colonel sit up ! ’ 
Gregor thought with satisfaction, and felt a touch of malevolent 
joy as he looked at Andreyanov’s fleshy, livid, nervously twitching 
cheeks. ^ 

Gregor had disliked his new chief of staff from the moment 
of their first meeting. Andreyanov was one of the class of 
officers who had not seen the front at all during the world war, 
but had prudently remained in the rear, pulling strings with 
influential official and family connections, and clinging with all 
his strength to a safe post. Even during the civil war he had 
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been clever enough to get work in the rear, at Novocherkass, and 
he was forced to go to the front only after Ataman Krasnov had 
been removed from power. 

During the two nights Gregor and Andreyanov had been 
quartered together Gregor had learnt from the officer’s own lips 
that he was very devout, that he could not speak of divine worship 
without tears in his eyes, that he had the most exemplary wife 
imaginable, that her name was Sofia Alexandrovna and the 
deputy ataman Von Grabbe himself had once unsuccessfully 
paid court to her. The colonel had added many fond details 
of the estate his dead father had possessed, of his own struggle 
to reach the rank of colonel, of the highly-placed personages 
with whom he had hunted in 1916. He had also informed 
Gregor that he regarded whist as the finest of all games, cognac 
distilled from cummin leaves as the most valuable of all drinks, 
and service in the military commissariat as the most profitable 
of all appointments. 

Colonel Andreyanov shook at every nearby gunshot, and 
would not ride a horse more than he could help, giving liver 
trouble as the reason. He showed continual anxiety to increase 
the number of the staff headquarters guard, and could hardly 
conceal his dislike of the cossacks, who, he said, had all been 
traitors in 1917. Since then he had hated all the “ lower ranks ” 
without discrimination. “Only the nobility can save Russia,” 
he said, casually indicating that he also was of noble birth, 
and that the Andreyanov line was one of the oldest and most 
honourable in all the Don province. 

Certainly his chief v/eakness was garrulity ; that elderly, un¬ 
controllable, terrible garrulity which afflicts the declining years 
of a certain class of talkative and unintelligent people who all 
their life have been in the habit of passing superficial and facile 
judgments on everything and anything. 

Gregor had met many a man of this kidney, and had always 
disliked them intensely. He tried to avoid Andreyanov as much 
as possible, and succeeded quite well during the day. But as 
soon as they halted for the night Andreyanov sought him out, 
hurriedly asked : “ Shall we share quarters for the night ? ” 
and, without waiting for a reply, began : “You say, my friend, 
that the cossacks can’t be relied on in infantry attacks, but when 
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I was an officer attached to His Excellency’s . . . Hey, some¬ 
one out there bring in my trunk and bedding.” Gregor lay on 
his back, closed his eyes and listened, clenching his teeth. Then 
he disrespectfully turned his back on the indefatigable talker, 
covered his head with his greatcoat, and thought with dumb 
fury : ‘ As soon as I get the order for my transfer I’ll hit him 
on the head with something heavy ! Perhaps that’ll rob him 
of speech for a week at any rate.’ “ Are you asleep, divisional 
commander ? ” Andreyanov asked. “Yes, I’m asleep,” Gregor 
answered in a muffled voice. “ Excuse me, but I haven’t 
finished yet.” And the story was continued. As Gregor dozed 
off he thought: ‘ They’ve sent me this parrot on purpose. 

Fitzhelaurov must have taken some step. Well, how can 
anyone serv^e with such a rotten apple ? ’ And, as he dropped 
off, he still heard the colonel’s penetrating tenor voice, sounding 
like a fine patter of rain on an iron roof. 

All this explains why Gregor felt such malevolent joy as he 
heard the captured Red commander ticking off the talkative chief 
of staff so neatly. 

Andreyanov was silent for a good minute, sitting with eyes 
half-closed. The long lobes of his protruding ears went a 
brilliant crimson ; his white, puffy hand, with a massive gold 
ring on the index finger, trembled as it rested on the table. 

“ Listen, you mongrel 1 ” he said in a voice hoarse with 
agitation. “ I didn’t have you brought in front of me in order 
to indulge in ^'epartee, don’t forget that ! Do you realize that 
whatever happens you can’t get away with it ? ” 

“ I realize that perfectly.” 

“ So much the better for you. In the last resort I don’t care a 
damn whether you joined the Reds voluntarily or were mobilized. 
That doesn’t matter : what does matter is that through a false 
conception of honour you are refusing to talk. ...” 

“ Evidently you and I have a different conception of questions 
of honour. ...” 

“ That’s because you haven’t any honour left, that’s 
all! ” 

“ Judging by the way you are treating me, I doubt whether 
you ever had any I ” 

“ I take it you want to get to the end quickly ! ” 
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“ Why should I try to drag it out ? Don’t try to frighten me : 
you can’t do it ! ” 

With trembling hands Andreyanov opened his cigarette case, 
lit a cigarette, took a couple of hurried puffs, and turned again 
to the prisoner. 

So you refuse to answer the questions ? ” 

** I’ve told you all about myself.” 

“Go to the devil ! I’m not interested in your lousy per¬ 
sonality ! Please answer the following question : What rein¬ 
forcements did you receive from the station of Serebryakovo ? ” 

“I’ve told you I don’t know.” 

“ You do know ! ” 

“ Very good ! If it pleases you, then I do know, but I shan’t 
tell you ! ” 

“ I shall order you to be liogged with ramrods, and then you’ll 
tell! ” 

“ I doubt it I ” The prisoner touched his moustache with his 
left hand, and smiled confidently. 

“ Did the Kamishinsky regiment take part in this 
battle ? ” 

“ No.” 

“ But your left flank was covered by cavalry : what regiment 
was it ? ” 

“ Give it a rest! I tell you once more that I shall not answer 
such questions.” 

“ Take your choice : either you loosen your tongue this 
minute, you cur, or in ten minutes you’ll be set against a wall ! 
Weil ? ” 

In an unexpectedly high-pitched, youthful, ringing voice the 
prisoner answered : 

“ I’ve had enough of you, you old fool ! You nitwit 1 If 
you’d fallen into my hands I wouldn’t have cross-examined you 
like this. ...” 

Andreyanov turned pale and seized his pistol holster. Gregor 
unhurriedly rose and warningly raised his hand : 

“ Well, that’s enough ! You’ve had your chat, and that’ll 
do. You’re both quick-tempered, I can see that. . . . You 
haven’t managed to reach an agreement, but it doesn’t matter, 
and there’s nothing more to talk about. He’s quite right to 
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refuse to betray his own men. By God, he’s fine ! I never 
expected him to stand out like that.” 

“ But allow me ! ” Andreyanov fumed, vainly trying to un¬ 
button his holster. 

No, I won’t allow you ! ” Gregor said cheerfully, going 
right up to the table and covering the prisoner with his body. 
“ There’s no point in killing a prisoner. Aren’t you ashamed 
to go for a man in his position ? Unarmed, a prisoner, not even 
left his clothes, and you’re raising your hand. . . .” 

Stand aside ! That scoundrel’s insulted me I ” Andreyanov 
forcibly pushed Gregor away and pulled out his pistol. 

The prisoner swiftly turned to face the window, shrugging 
his shoulders as though cold. Gregor watched the colonel 
with a smile as he gripped the rough revolver-butt in his palm, 
awkwardly flourished the weapon, then lowered the barrel and 
turned away. 

“ I don’t want to soil my hands . . .” he said hoarsely, 
gaining his breath and licking his dry lips. 

Making no attempt to restrain the laugh which gleamed 
under his moustache, Gregor said : 

‘‘You wouldn’t have had to 1 If you look you’ll see your 
pistol’s unloaded. When I got up this morning I picked it up 
from the table and had a look at it. There wasn’t a single bullet 
in it, and it can’t have been cleaned for a couple of months. 
You don’t take very good care of your personal equipment.” 

Andreyanov lowered his eyes, spun the revolver drum with 
his fingers, and smiled : 

“ Damn it 1 But you’re right. ...” 

Captain Sulin, who had been silently watching, a humorous 
smile on his lips, rolled up the statement he had been taking 
down, and said with a pleasant burr : 

“ I’ve told you more than once, Sernion Polikarpovich, that 
you treat your weapons disgustingly. To-day’s example is one 
more proof that I’m right.” 

Andreyanov knitted his brows, and shouted : 

“ Hey, anyone there of the lower ranks ? Here ! ” 

Two orderlies and the commander of the guard came in from 
the front room. 

“ Take him away ! ” Andreyanov nodded at the prisoner. 
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The man turned and faced Gregor, silently bowed to him, and 
went towards the door. Gregor had the impression that his lips 
parted in a hardly perceptible smile of gratitude under his fiery 
whiskers. 

When the men’s steps had died away, Andreyanov removed 
his spectacles with a weary gesture, carefully cleaned the pebbles 
on a small piece of chamois leather, and said in a jaundiced tone : 

“ You defended that scum brilliantly, though that’s a matter 
for your own conscience. But what do you mean by mentioning 
my pistol in his presence, putting me in an awkward position ? ” 

“ That isn’t such a great misfortune,” Gregor answered in a 
conciliatory tone. 

“ Maybe not, but all the same, you shouldn’t have done it. 
Though it’s true I might have killed him. He’s a loathsome 
type ! I’d been struggling with him for half an hour before 
you arrived. It was terrible the way he lied and wriggled, 
giving obviously false information. And when I caught him 
out, he flatly refused to speak at all. He said his officer’s honour 
did not allow him to betray military secrets to the enemy. The 
son of a bitch didn’t think of his officer’s honour when he hired 
himself out to the Bolsheviks, ... I suggest that wc have 
him and two others of the command quietly shot. So far as 
getting the information we want is concerned they’re hopeless 
in any case. They’re inveterate and incorrigible scoundrels, 
and so there’s no point in sparing them. What do you think ? ” 

“ How did you find out that he was the company com¬ 
mander ? ” Gregor asked, instead of answering the c|ucstion. 

“ One of his own Red Army men betrayed him.” 

“ I suggest that we have that man shot and spare the com¬ 
manders.” Gregor shot a challenging look at Andreyanov. 

The colonel shrugged his shoulders and smiled as one smiles 
at a bad joke. 

“No, but seriously, what do you think ? ” 

“ Why, exactly what I said.” 

“ Excuse me, but on what grounds ? ” 

“ On what grounds ? On the grounds of maintaining dis¬ 
cipline and order in the Russian Army. When we went to 
bed yesterday, you, colonel, talked very much to the point 
about the sort of order that must be introduced into the army 
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when weVe shattered the Bolsheviks, in order to purge the youth 
of the Red infection. I completely agreed with you, do you 
remember ? ’’ Gregor stroked his moustache, watching the 
changing expression on the coloneFs face, and went on judici¬ 
ally : “ But now what are you suggesting ? That way you’ll 

corrupt the men of the army. The soldiers will think they can 
betray their officers ! That’s a fine thing to teach them ! But 
supposing we should happen to find ourselves in a similar 
situation, what then ? Excuse me, but I don’t agree with the 
idea.” 

“ As you wish ! ” Andreyanov said coldly, staring closely at 
Gregor. He had heard that the insurgent commander had his 
own standard of morals and was a queer customer, but he had 
not expected anything like this from him. He only added : 
“ Wc always have dealt with captured Red commanders like that, 
especially when they were former officers. Your idea is new 
to me. ... And I don’t quite understand your attitude to 
such a seemingly obvious matter.” 

“ Wc killed them in battles if we had the chance, but we never 
shot prisoners without good reason,” Gregor answ^ered, turning 
livid. 

“ Good, then we’ll send them to the rear,” Andreyanov agreed. 
“ Now here’s another problem : some of the prisoners, mobilized 
peasants of Saratov province, have expressed the desire to fight 
in our ranks. Our Third Foot regiment is short by three 
hundred bayonets. Do you think it possible, after a careful 
selection, to assign some of the volunteer prisoners to it ? We 
have got definite instructions on the subject from the Army staff.” 

‘‘ I shan’t take a single peasant into my command. Let the 
shortage be made up with cossacks,” Gregor flatly declared. 

Andreyanov endeavoured to argue with him. “ Listen, we 
won’t quarrel,” he said. “ I understand your desire that the 
division should consist entirely of cossacks, but necessity forces 
us not to turn up our noses even at prisoners. Even in the 
Volunteer Army certain regiments have been brought up to 
strength with prisoners.” 

“ They can do as they like, but I refuse to accept peasants. 
We won’t talk any more about it,” Gregor snapped. 

A little later he went out to give instructions concerning the 
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despatch of the prisoners to the rear. Over dinner Andreyanov 
said in a tone of some agitation : 

“ It’s clear we’re not going to work well together. ...” 

“ That’s just what I was thinking,” Gregor answered un¬ 
concernedly. Ignoring Sulin’s smile, he fished a piece of boiled 
mutton out of his plate with his fingers, and set to work to 
crunch the hard gristle with such a wolfish appetite that Sulin 
frowned as though he had a pain, and even closed his eyes for a 
second. 


§3 § 

Two days later the pursuit of the retreating Red forces was 
taken over by general Salnikov’s detachment, and Gregor was 
urgently summoned to the headquarters staff. After acquaint¬ 
ing him with the order issued by the commander of the Don 
Army, breaking up and re-allocating the insurgent forces, the 
chief of staff, a handsome, elderly general, said without further 
preamble : 

“ During the partisan war against the Reds you commanded 
your division very successfully. But now we cannot entrust 
you with a regiment, far less a division. You’ve had no military 
education, and in the present conditions of a widely extended 
front and with contemporary methods of waging war you are 
not capable of commanding a large military unit. Do you 
agree ? ” 

** Yes,” Gregor answered. ” I was myself anxious to resign 
the command of the division.” 

“ It is very satisfactory that you don’t over-estimate your 
abilities. That quality is very rarely found in young officers 
these days. Well, then : by order of the commander of the 
front you are appointed commander of the fourth squadron 
of the Nineteenth Regiment. The regiment is now on the 
march some fifteen miles from here, somewhere near the 
Village of Vyaznikov. Re|JJort to the regiment to-day, or 
to-morrow at the latest. I think you have something you 
want to say ? ” 

I wanted to be assigned to the commissariat.” 

” That’s impossible. You’ll be needed at the front.” 

“ In two wars I’ve received fourteen wounds and contusions.” 



THE SHADOWS FALL 


71 

“ Tiiat is entirely without signihcance. You are young, you 
look fit and you can still fight. As for your wounds, how many 
officers haven’t got wounds to show ? You can go. Good 
luck ! ” 


§ 4 § 

Probably in order to forestall the dissatisfaction which was 
bound to arise among the Upper Don cossacks when the insurgent 
army as such was disbanded, immediately after the capture of 
Ust-Miedvieditsa many rank and file cossacks who had dis¬ 
tinguished themselves in the rising were made non-commissioned 
officers, the sergeants were almost all raised to the rank of ensign, 
while the officers who had taken part in the rising were also 
rewarded and raised in rank. Gregor was not overlooked. 
He was awarded a captaincy, and an Army Order mentioned his 
outstanding services in the struggle against the Reds and ex¬ 
pressed the gratitude of the command. 

The disbandment of the insurgent regiments was carried 
through within a few days. The illiterate commanders of 
divisions and regiments were replaced by generals and colonels, 
experienced officers were appointed company commanders, the 
battery and stafi commands were completely changed, while 
the rank and file cossacks were allocated to the various Don 
regiments, which had been reduced far below their full comple¬ 
ment during the battles on the Donetz river. 


§ 5 § 

Late in the afternoon Gregor assembled the cossacks of his 
division, announced the disbandment of the insurgent army, 
and said in farewell : 

Don’t bear any grudge against me, brother cossacks 1 We’ve 
served together, necessity forced us to ; but from to-day on we 
shall be nursing our sorrows separately. The main thing is 
to take good care of your heads, and not to let the Reds make 
holes in them. Our heads may be stupid, but there’s no point 
in unnecessarily stopping a bullet with them. We shall yet 
need them to think with, to do some hard thinking about the 
next step. ...” 
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The cossacks listened in dejected silence. When he had 
finished they all began to talk at once, in voices thick with 
agitation. 

“ So the old days are coming back again ? ’* 

“ Where are we to go to now ? ” 

‘‘ They’re forcing the people to do as they wish, the 
swine I ” 

‘‘ We don’t want to be disbanded ! What’s this new system 
they’re starting ? ” 

‘‘ Well, boys, we’ve united to tread on our own necks ! ” 

“ The Excellencies are going to squeeze us again I ” 

Hold on now ! They’ll be pulling out our joints for all 
they’re worth. ...” 

Gregor waited until there was silence, and said : 

‘‘ It’s ho use your shouting your throats sore. The easy 
times when we could discuss orders and oppose the commanders 
are past. Disperse to your quarters, and don’t let your tongues 
wag so much, or these days you’ll find them getting you to field 
court-martials and the punishment companies.” 

The cossacks came up to him in troop order, shook hands 
with him, and said : 

“ Good-bye, Pantalievich ! Don’t think evil of us, either.” 

“ It’s not going to be easy for us to do our service under 
strangers.” 

“ You shouldn’t have let us go. You shouldn’t have agreed 
to resign command of the division.” 

“We shall miss you, Melekhov. The new commanders may 
be more educated than you, but that won’t make it any the 
lighter for us. It’ll be heavier, that’s the trouble.” 

But one cossack, the squadron jester and wag, remarked : 

“ Don’t you believe them, Gregor Pantalievich ! Whether 
you serve with your own folk or under strangers it’s all the same, 
if your conscience doesn’t agree with it.” 

§ 6 § 

That night Gregor sat drinking home-made vodka with 
Yermakov and the other cossacks, and next morning he rode off 
with Prokhor Zykov to overtake the nineteenth regiment. 
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Before he had had time to take over the squadron and to 
get properly acquainted with his men he was summoned to 
the regimental commander. It was early morning. Gregor 
inspected the horses, hung about, and reported half an hour 
later. He expected the strict regimental commander, a martinet 
to his officers, to pull him up. But the commander gave him 
a friendly welcome, asked : “ Well, what do you think of your 
squadron ? A fine lot, eh ? and, not waiting for an answer, 
staring past Gregor, went on : 

“ Well, my friend. I’ve got to communicate some very mourn¬ 
ful news to you. . . . You’ve had a great misfortune at home. 
A telegram arrived last night from Vieshenska. I’m granting 
you a month’s leave to arrange your family afi'airs. You can 
go at once.” 

Give me the telegram,” Gregor muttered, turning 
pale. 

He took the folded sheet of paper, opened it, read it, crushed 
it in his suddenly sweating hand. With a little effort he regained 
his self-control, and he hardly stammered as he said : 

“ Well, I didn’t expect that. I’d better go. Good-bye ! ” 

Don’t forget to take your pass.” 

Of course. Thanks, I shan’t forget.” 

He strode into the porch, walking confidently and firmly, 
holding his sword steady as usual. But as he began to descend 
from the verandah he suddenly ceased to note the sound of his 
own steps, and felt as though a sharp pain had stmek like a 
bayonet into his heart. 

On the bottom step he stumbled. Wkh his left hand he 
clutched at the rickety balustrade, while with his right he swiftly 
unbuttoned the collar of his tunic. For a minute he stood 
breathing deep and fast, but in that minute he seemed to grow 
drunk with his suffering, and wdien he tore his hand away from 
the balustrade and went to the wicket-gate, v/here his horse 
was tethered, he v/alked heavily, swaying as he went. 



CHAPTER VI 


§I§ 

For several days after her talk with Daria Natalia suffered 
as one does in sleep, when oppressed by a bad dream and help¬ 
less to awake. She sought a plausible excuse for visiting Prokhor 
Zykovas wife and trying to find out from her how Gregor had 
lived at Vieshenska during the retreat, and whether he had seen 
Aksinia there or not. She wanted to be convinced of her hus¬ 
band’s misdoings, for she both believed and disbelieved Daria’s 
story. 

It was late in the evening when she made her way to the 
Zykovs’ yard unconcernedly waving a switch. Her work 
finished for the day, Prokhor’s wife was sitting by the gate. 

“ Hallo, soldier’s wife I ” Natalia called. “ Have you seen 
our calf } ” 

‘‘ Glory be, my dear ! No, I haven’t seen it.” 

“ He’s such a wanderer, curse him I He won’t stay at home 
at all ! I haven’t any idea where to look for him.” 

“ Stop and have a rest ; he’ll turn up. Would you like some 
sunflower seeds ? ” 

Natalia went and sat down beside her. They fell into women’s 
artless talk. 

“ Any news of your soldier ? ” Natalia inquired. 

“ Not a word. It’s just as though the anti-Christ had vanished 
into thin air. Has yours sent any news ? ” 

‘‘ No. Grisha promised to write, but so far he hasn’t sent 
one letter- They say our troops have got beyond Ust-Mied- 
vieditsa, but I haven’t heard anything else.” Natalia shifted 
the conversation to talk of the recent retreat across the Don, 
and cautiously began to ask how the soldiers had lived in 
Vieshenska, and whether any of the village people had been there. 
Prokhor’s crafty wife guessed what Natalia had come to see her 
about, and answered warily, curtly. 

Her husband had told her all about Gregor but, although 
her tongue was itching to wag, she was afraid to say anything, 
remembering Prokhor’s admonition : “You mark my words : 
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if you say a word of what IVe told you I’ll put your head down 
on the chopping-block, pull your tongue out a yard and chop 
it off. If any rumour of this reaches Gregor he’ll kill me without 
thinking twice about it. And I’m fed up with you already, and 
we’ve not started to live yet, you understand ? You’re to be 
as silent as the grave. . . .” 

Your Prokhor didn’t happen to see Aksinia Astakhova in 
Vieshenska ? ” Natalia asked outright, losing all patience. 

“ Why should he have seen her ? D’you think he had time 
for that there ? God’s truth, I know nothing, Mironovna, and 
you mustn’t even ask me about it. You can’t get any sense 
out of my white-headed devil. The only words he knows are 
‘ give ’ and ‘ take.’ ” 

When Natalia left her she was even more vexed and agitated. 
But she could remain no longer in ignorance,- and she was driven 
on to go and see Aksinia herself. 

Living in neighbouring huts, they had met frequently of 
recent years. On such occasions they silently bowed to each 
other, or sometimes exchanged a few remarks. The days when 
they had refused to greet each other and had exchanged hateful 
glances were gone ; their mutual hostility had lost its original 
asperity, and when she went to see Aksinia, Natalia hoped she 
would not drive her away or talk of indifferent things, but would 
talk about Gregor. She was not mistaken in her expectation. 

Making no attempt to hide her astonishment, Aksinia invited 
Natalia into the best room, pulled the curtains, lit the lamp, 
and asked : 

“ What good has brought you here ? ” 

“ I have no cause to come with good to you. ...” 

“ Your words sound bad. Has anything happened to Gregor 
Pantalievich ? ” 

Such deep, unconcealed anxiety was there in Aksinia’s ques¬ 
tion that Natalia realized all. In one phrase Aksinia had re¬ 
vealed all herself, all she lived for and all her fears. After that, 
there was essentially no point in asking about her relations 
with Gregor. Yet Natalia did not go, and, after a momentary 
hesitation, she said : 

” No, my husband’s alive and well; don’t be alarmed ! ” 

” I’m not alarmed ; what are you hinting at ? It’s for you 
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to be concerned about his health ; IVe troubles enough of my 
own.” Aksinia spoke easily but, feeling the blood rushing to 
her face, she swiftly went to the table. Standing with her 
back to her visitor, she spent a long time adjusting the lamp 
wick, although it was already burning quite well. 

“Is there any news of your Stepan ? ” 

“ He sent me his greetings recently.” 

“Is he fit and well ? ” 

“ It seems so.” Aksinia shrugged her shoulders. 

Again she could not be false to herself, or dissemble her 
feelings ; her unconcern for the fate of her husband was so 
obvious that Natalia involuntarily smiled. 

“ I can see you don’t worry very much about him. . . . But 
that’s your business. This is what I’ve come for : the silly 
story is going round the village that Gregor’s making up to 
you again, and that you see him when he comes home. Is it 
true ? ” 

“ You’ve come to the right person to ask ! ” Aksinia said 
in a jeering tone. “ Supposing I ask you whether it’s true ? ” 

“ Are you afraid to tell the truth ? ” 

“ No, I’m not.” 

“ Then tell me, so that I know and don’t go on tormenting 
myself. Why should I get upset over nothing } ” 

Aksinia narrowed her eyes, then raised her brows. 

“ In any case you won’t get any pity from me,” she said 
sharply. “ It’s like this between you and me : when I’m 
miserable, you’re glad; and when you’re miserable. I’m 
glad. .’. . For we share the same man, don’t we? Well, 
I’ll tell you the truth, so that you may know in good time. It’s 
all true, they’re not talking nonsense. I’ve won Gregor again, 
and this time I shall do my best not to let him slip out of my 
hands. And now what are you going to do ? Smash the win¬ 
dows of my hut or stab me with a knife ? ” 

Natalia tied the flexible switch in her hand into a knot, 
threw it towards the stove and answered with an unnatural 
firmness : 

“ I shall do no wrong to you now. I shall wait until Gregor 
comes back and have a talk with him. And then we shall see 
what I’m going to do about the pair of you. I’ve got two 
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children, and I shall know how to stand up for them and for 
myself, too ! 

Aksinia smiled and answered : 

So for the present I can live without fear of anything ? ” 

Ignoring the sneer, Natalia went up to Aksinia and touched 
her by the sleeve. 

“ Aksinia ! All my life youVc stood in my way, but now I 
shall not plead as I did once before, you remember ? Then I 
was younger, stupider ; I thought: Til plead with her and 
shc^il have pity, she’ll soften her heart and give Gregor up. 
IJshan’t this time. One thing I know : you don’t love him, 
you only hanker after him out of habit. Did you ever love 
him as I do I doubt it. You played about with Listnitsky, 
and ^who haven’t you played about with, you wanton } When 
a woman loves a man she doesn’t do that.” 

Aksinia turned pale ; pushing Natalia away, she rose from 
the chest. 

“ He never reproached me with that, But you do ! And 
what business is it of yours ? All right ! I’m bad and you’re 
good. And what then ? ” 

” That’s all. Don’t be angry. I’m going now. Thank you 
for telling me the truth.” 

“ Don’t bother to thank me ; you’d have found out without 
my help. Wait a bit ; I’ll come out with you and close the 
shutters. ’ ’ 

In the porch Aksinia halted and said : 

“ I’m glad we part in peace, without a fight. But I tell you, 
dear neighbour, that so far as the future is concerned, it’s going 
to be like this. If you’ve got the strength, take him ; but if 
you haven’t, don’t be offended. I shan’t willingly give him up 
any more than you will. I’m not so young now, and though 
you called me a wanton. I’m not your Daria. In all my life I 
have never played about where such things are concerned. You 
have got children, but all the same to me he’s . . .” Aksinia’s 
voice quivered, and went huskier and deeper. ‘‘He’s all I care 
for in the whole world. He’s my first and my last. But let’s 
not talk about him any more. If he comes through alive, if the 
Queen of Heaven saves him from death and he comes back, then 
he’ll choose for himself. ...” 
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§ 2 § 

That night Natalia could not sleep. Next morning she went 
with Ilinichna to weed the melons. She found things easier to 
bear when she was working. Her mind was not so occupied 
with the one thought as she steadily brought the hoe down on 
the clods of sandy, sun-dried and crumbling clay. Occasionally 
she straightened her back to rest, to wipe the sweat from her 
face and to take a drinlc. 

White clouds, tousled and torn by the wind, were floating 
and melting across the blue sky. The rays of sunlight scorched 
the red-hot earth. Rain was approaching from the east. With¬ 
out raising her head, Natalia could feel when a flying cloud 
covered the sun. She felt a momentary coolness on her back ; 
a grey shadow impetuously hurried over the brown, hot earth, 
over the tangle of water-melon tendrils. It covered the melons 
scattered over the slope, the grasses limp and flattened with the 
heat, the bushes of hawthorn and bramble with their dismal¬ 
looking foliage sprinkled with bird-droppings. The yearning 
cry of the quails grew louder, the pleasant song of the skylarks 
came more distinctly to the ear, and even the wind stirring the 
warm grasses seemed less sultry. But then the sun pierced the 
dazzling white selvage of the cloud as it floated w^estward, and, 
freeing itself from its net, once more threw slanting, sparkling 
golden torrents of light down to the earth. Somewhere a long 
way off, over the azure spurs of the Donside hills, the shadow 
advancing with the cloud was still rummaging over and speckling 
the ground. But the amber yellow noontide was again reigning 
in the melon-patches, the fluid haze quivered and danced 
on the horizon, the earth and its grasses smelt still more 
parched. 

At noon Natalia went to a spring in the cliff, and brought 
back a pitcher of icy water. She and Ilinichna drank their fill, 
washed their hands, and sat in the sunlight to eat their dinner. 
Ilinichna spread out a kerchief and neatly cut up bread on it. 
She took spoons and a cup out of the wallet, and drew a narrow- 
necked ewer of sour milk from under her jacket, where she had 
hidden it away from the sun. 

Natalia ate poorly, and her mother-in-law asked : 
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‘‘ IVe noticed for some time that youVe changed some¬ 
how. . . . Has anything gone wrong between you and 
Grisha ? 

Natalia’s weathered lips quivered miserably : 

“ He’s going with Aksinia again, mother.” 

“What . . . how do you know?” 

“ I went to see her yesterday.” 

“ And did she admit it, the hussy ? ” 

“ Yes.” 

Ilinichna was silent, thinking. Her lined face set sternly, the 
corners of her lips drew down grimly. 

“ Maybe she’s only bragging, curse her ? ” 

“ No, mother, it’s true. Why should she. ...” 

“ You haven’t kept your eye on him . . .” the old woman said 
tentatively. “You mustn’t take your eyes off that sort of 
husband.” 

“ But how can anyone keep their eyes on him ? I relied on 
his conscience. . . . Had I got to tie him to my apron strings ? ” 
Natalia smiled bitterly, and added almost inaudibly : “ He’s 
not Mishatka, to be kept in check like a child. He’s gone grey 
quite a lot, but he doesn’t forget the past. ...” 

Ilinichna washed and wiped the spoons, rinsed out the cup, 
collected the utensils into the bag, and only then asked ; 

“ Is that all the trouble ? ” 

“You are strange, mother ! That one trouble’s enough to 
make life miserable.” 

“ And what are you thinking of doing ? ” 

“ What is there I can do ? I’ll take the children and go 
to my own people.. 1 shan’t live with him any longer. Let him 
take her into his home and live with her. ... I’ve been 
tortured enough already.” 

“ I thought like that, too, when I was young,” Ilinichna said 
with a sigh. “ My man was a dog, too, there’s no gainsaying 
it. I couldn’t tell you all I suffered through him. Only, it 
isn’t easy to leave your own husband ; and besides, what’s the 
use of it ? You think it out a bit more, and you’ll see that 
for yourself. And how can you take the children away from 
their father ? No, you’re talking nonsense. You’re not even 
to think of it; I shan’t allow it! ” 
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“ Well, mother, I shan’t live with him, so don’t waste your 
breath.” 

What do you mean by * don’t waste your breath ’ ? ” Ilinichna 
took offence at the remark. “ Aren’t you my daughter then, 
or what ? Am I sorry for the accursed pair of you, or not ? 
And you can say such things to me, to your mother, to an old 
woman ? I’ve told you to put it right out of your head, and 
that’s enough! Pah! You think: ‘I’ll leave home.’ But 
where will you go to ? Who of your own people wants you } 
You’ve got no father, your house is burnt down, your own 
mother is glad to Christ to live in someone else’s hut. And 
yet you’re going off to her, and drag my grandchildren with 
you ? No, my dear, that won’t do ! We’ll see what to do with 
Grishka when he comes back ; but now you’re not even to talk 
to me about it. I won’t have it, and I don’t want to hear another 
word about it! ” 

All the pain that had been accumulating for so long in Natalia’s 
heart suddenly broke out in a convulsive fit of sobbing. With 
a groan she tore the kerchief from her head, fell face downward 
on the dry, ungracious earth and, pressing her breast to the 
ground, sobbed on and on without cease. 

Ilinichna—wise and brave old woman—did not even stir 
from where she was sitting. After a while she carefully wrapped 
the ewer with the rest of the milk in it in the jacket, laid it aside 
in a cool spot, then poured water into the cup, and sat down 
beside Natalia. She knew that words were of no help in such 
sorrow ; she knew, too, that tears were better than dry eyes and 
firmly pressed lips. She let Natalia weep till she could weep no 
more, then laid her work-worn hand on her daughter-in-law’s 
head. Stroking the black, lustrous hair, she said harshly ; 

“ Well, that’s enough ! Don’t use up all your tears, leave 
some for another time. Here, take a drink of water.” 

Natalia quietened down. Her shoulders still heaved occa¬ 
sionally and a fine trembling possessed her body. Unexpectedly 
she jumped up, pushed Ilinichna aside and, turning her face 
eastward, putting her tear-stained palms together in prayer, 
hurriedly, sobbingly screamed : 

“ Lord I He’s tortured my soul to d^ath ! I haven’t the 
strength to go on living like this. Lord, punish him, curse 
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him ! Strike him dead ! May he live no longer, torture me 
no longer ! 

A black, rolling cloud crawled onward from the east. Thunder 
rumbled hollowly. Piercing the precipitous cloudy masses, a 
burning white lightning writhed and slipped over the sky. 
The wind bent the murmuring grass westward, sent a pungent 
dust flying up from the track, bowed the sunflower caps with 
their burden of seeds almost to the ground. It tousled Natalia’s 
dishevelled hair, dried her wet face, wound the edge of her grey 
work-a-day skirt around her legs. 

Ilinichna stood for several seconds staring at her daughter- 
in-law in superstitious horror. Against the background of the 
black thundercloud which had climbed to the zenith Natalia 
seemed a strange and terrible creature. 

The rain came upon them impetuously. The calm before 
the thunderstorm lasted only a moment. Dropping obliquely, 
a sparrow-hawk began to cry anxiously, a marmot whistled a 
last time close to its burrow, the violent wind threw a fine sandy 
dust into Ilinichna’s face and went howling over the steppe. 
The old woman struggled to her feet. Her face was deathly 
pale as, through the roar of the approaching storm, she shouted : 

“ What are you saying ? God help you ! Whose death are 
you calling for ? ” 

Lord, punish him 1 Punish him. Lord ! ” Natalia screamed, 
fixing her frenzied eyes on the majestically and wildly gathering 
clouds, piled into masses by the wind, lit up by blinding flashes 
of lightning. 

The thunder broke with a dry crash over the steppe. Beside 
herself with fear, Ilinichna crossed herself, went with uncertain 
steps to Natalia, and seized her shoulder. 

“ Go down on your knees ! D’you hear, Natalia ? ” 

Natalia looked at her mother-in-law with unseeing eyes, and 
helplessly sank to her knees. 

“ Ask God for his forgiveness 1 ” Ilinichna authoritatively 
ordered. ‘‘ Ask him not to accept your prayer. Whose death 
are you asking for ? The father of your own children ? Oh, 
it’s a mortal sin. . . . Cross yourself! Bow yourself down 
to the ground ! Say : ‘ Lord, forgive me my wickedness, sinful 
that I am.’ ” 
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Natalia crossed herself, whispered something with white lips 
and, clenching her teeth, awkwardly fell over on her side. 


§ 3 § 

Washed by the downpour, the steppe turned astonishingly 
green. A brilliant, arching rainbow was flung from the distant 
pond right to the Don. The thunder was still rumbling hollowly 
in the west. Muddy hill water was pouring and gurgling 
along the runnel. Foaming rills streamed down to the Don 
over the slope, over the melon plots, carrying with them leaves 
torn away by the rain, grass washed by its roots out of the soil, 
broken ears of rye. Oily, sandy alluvium crawled over the 
melon plots, piling against the melon and water-melon tendrils. 
Along the summer tracks flowed the rejoicing water, washing out 
deep ruts. A stack of hay, set on fire by lightning, was burning 
out on a spur of a distant ravine. The lilac column of smoke rose 
high, almost touching the crest of the rainbow arching over the 
sky. 

Setting their bare feet cautiously on the dirty, slippery road, 
lifting high their skirts, Ilinichna and Natalia made their way 
down to the village. As they went Ilinichna said : 

** You’re terribly touchy, you youngsters, God’s truth ! The 
least thing and you go into a frenzy. If you’d lived as I had to 
live when I was young, then what would you have done ? All 
his life Grisha hasn’t raised a finger against you, and still you’re 
not satisfied, but you must go and carry on like that. You were 
all ready to throw him over, and you go off into a fit, and I don’t 
know what you didn’t do. You even brought God into your 
dirty business. . . . Well, tell me, my sick child, is that good ? 
But when I was young my game-legged idol used to thrash me 
almost to death, and that all for nothing, all over nothing. I 
hadn t done the least thing to deserve it. He himself behaved 
abominably, but he worked his temper off on me. He used to 
come home at dawn, and I would scream and cry bitterly, fling 
reproaches at him, and he would give his fist its sweet will. . , . 
For a month I’d go about as blue as iron all over, and yet I lived 
through it and brought up the children, and not once did I 
try to clear out. I’m not going to crack up Grishka, but you 
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can at least live with a man like that. If it hadn’t been for that 
snalce he’d have been the foremost cossack in the village. She’s 
bewitched him, no less.” 

Natalia walked along for some time, silently turning over 
something in her mind, then said : 

“ I don’t want to talk about it any more, mother. When 
Gregor comes back, then we’ll see what I’m to do. Maybe 
I’ll clear out of my own choice, or maybe he’ll turn me out. 
But for the present I shan’t leave your house to go anywhere 
else.” 

“ Now you should have said that long ago ! ” Ilinichna re¬ 
joiced. “ God grant everything will work out for the best. 
He wouldn’t turn you out for anything, and you’re not to think 
of it 1 He loves both you and the children so much, d’you 
think he’d ever hear of it ? Never ! He won’t forsake you for 
Aksinia ; he can’t do that 1 And there are quarrels even in 
the best of families ! So long as he comes back alive. ...” 

I don’t want,him to die. ... I said that in my temper. 
. . . Don’t throw that up in my face. ... I can’t turn him 
out of my heart, but all the same life is heavy enough.” 

” My dear, my own one I Don’t you think I know } Only 
you never ought to do anything in a rush. Let’s drop all the 
talk about it. And for God’s sake don’t say anything to the 
old man about it. It’s nothing to do with him.” 

“ There’s one thing I must tell you. ... It isn’t clear at 
the moment whether I shall live with Gregor or not. But I 
don’t want to have any more children by him. Even with the 
two I’ve got it’s not certain where I may have to go. . . . But 
I’m already carrying, mother. ...” 

Since when ? ” 

“I’m in my third month,” 

But how can you get away from that ? You’ve got to bear 
the child whether you want to or not.” 

‘‘ I won’t! ” Natalia said resolutely. “ I’m going this very 
day to see old mother Kapitonovna. She’ll rid me of it. . . . 
She’s done it for other women.” 

“ What, you’ll kill the seed ? And you can talk like that, 
you shameless hussy ?” The indignant Ilinichna halted in the 
middle of the road, and clapped her hands. She was about to 
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say something more, but behind them there >vas a rattle of 
wheels, the sucking noise of horse-hoofs in the mud, and some¬ 
one’s shout to his horse. 

Ilinichna and Natalia stepped off the road, letting their tucked- 
up skirts down as they went. Old Beskhlebnov was driving back 
from the fields, and as he drew level with them he reined in his 
spirited little mare. 

“ Climb in, women, and I’ll take you home ; you don’t want 
to knead the mud for nothing.” 

“ Thank you, Agievich ; we’re tired out with slipping about,” 
Ilinichna said contentedly ; she was the first to seat herself in 
the capacious wagon. 

§ 4 § 

After dinner Ilinichna wanted to have a talk with Natalia, to 
explain to her that there was no reason why she should free 
herself of her pregnancy. As she washed up the dishes she 
mentally ran over the arguments which seemed to her to carry 
most conviction, and even thought of telling Pantaleimon of 
Natalia’s decision and calling in his aid to dissuade their grief- 
crazed daughter-in-law from her unwise step. But while she 
was dealing with domestic matters Natalia quietly got herself 
ready and left the house. 

“ Where’s Natalia ? ” Ilinichna asked Dunia a little later. 

She collected a bundle and went out.” 

“ Where to } What did she say ? What sort of bundle ? ” 

“ Why, how should I know, mother ? She put a clean skirt 
and something else into a kerchief and went out without saying 
a word.” 

“ Unhappy child ! ” To Dunia’s amazement Ilinichna help¬ 
lessly burst into tears and sat down on the bench. 

“ What’s the matter, mother ? God help you, what are you 
crying for ^ ” 

“ Mind your own business, you impudence ! It’s nothing to 
do with you 1 But what did she say ? And why didn’t you 
tell me when she was getting ready ? ” 

In a vexed tone Dunia answered : 

“You’re really quite impossible ! Why, how was I to know 
I’d got to tell you ? She hasn’t gone for good, has she ? She 
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must have gone off to see her mother, and what you’re crying 
for I haven’t the least idea.” 

Ilinichna waited with the greatest anxiety for Natalia’s return. 
Fearing her husband’s reproaches and censure, she decided to 
say nothing to him about it. 

At sunset the herd returned from the steppe. The short 
summer gloaming descended. Rare lights were lit in the village, 
but Natalia was still missing. The Melekhov family sat down 
to supper. Pale with agitation, Ilinichna served up the home¬ 
made vermicelli with its garnishing of onion fried in vegetable 
oil. The old man picked up his spoon, crushed crumbs of stale 
bread in it, poured them into his bearded mouth and, abstractedly 
looking around at the others seated at the table, asked : 

“ Where’s Natalia } Why don’t you call her to table ? ” 

‘‘ She’s out,” Ilinichna replied in a low tone. 

Out where ? ” 

“ She must have gone to see her mother and decided to stop.” 

She’s stopping a long time. She’s old enough to know 
better. ...” Pantalcimon muttered discontentedly. 

As always, he ate diligently, zealously ; occasionally he laid 
his spoon down bottom upward on the table, took a sidelong, 
approving glance at Mishatka who was sitting beside him, and 
said roughly : “ Turn round a bit, my boy ; let me wipe your 
lips. Your mother’s a wanton, and there’s no one to look after 
you. ...” He wiped his grandson’s tender, rosy little lips with 
his large black and horny palm. 

They ate their meal in silence, and rose from the table. 
Pantaleimon gave the order : 

Put out the light. We haven’t got much oil, and there’s no 
point in wasting it.” 

“ Shall I bolt the door ? ” Ilinichna asked. 

‘‘Yes.” 

“ But how about Natalia ? ” 

“ If she turns up, she’ll knock. Maybe she’ll go roaming 
till morning. She’s gone in for the fashion, too, now 1 You 
shouldn’t let her talk so much, you old hag ! A fine idea, 
taking it into her head to go visiting at night. ... I’ll tell 
her so in the morning. She’s following Daria’s example. . . .” 

Ilinichna lay down ,without undressing. For half an hour 

D 
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she lay, sighing, silently turning over. She was about to get 
up and go along to see Kapitonovna when she heard uncertain, 
shuffling steps under the window. She jumped up with an 
agility not common to one of her years, hurriedly ran out into the 
porch, and opened the door. 

Natalia, as pale as death, clutching at the handrail, slowly 
came up the steps. The full moon brilliantly lit up her sunken 
face, her hollow eyes, her painfully knitted brows. As she 
walked she swayed like a seriously wounded animal, and wherever 
she set her feet she left a dark bloodstain. 

Ilinichna silently put her arms around her and led her into 
the porch. Natalia leaned her back against the door, and 
hoarsely whispered : 

“ Is everybody asleep ? Mother, wipe up the blood behind 
me. . . . Look, I’ve left traces. . . 

“ What have you done to yourself ? ” Ilinichna half exclaimed, 
choking back her sobs. 

Natalia tried to smile, but a miserable grimace distorted her 
face. 

“ Don’t shout, mother . . . or you’ll wake the others up. i . . 
Well, I’ve rid myself, . . . Now I’ve got a quiet heart. . . . 
Only there’s a lot of blood. . , . It’s pouring out of me as if I 
was a slaughtered animal. . . . Give me your hand, 
mother. . . . My head’s swimming.” 

Ilinichna bolted the door, then, as though she were in a strange 
house, she rummaged a long time with a trembling hand and 
could not find the inner door handle in the darkness. Walking 
on tiptoe, she led Natalia into the large best room. She woke 
up Dunia and sent her out, called Daria, and lit the lamp. 

The door leading to the kitchen was open, and through it 
came Pantaleimon’s measured, mighty snore. Little Poliushka 
was sweetly smacking her lips and muttering something in her 
sleep. Deep is a child’s untroubled, restful sleep ! 

While Ilinichna was puffing up the pillow and getting the 
bed ready, Natalia sat down on a bench and weakly laid her 
head on the edge of the table. Dunia wanted to come into the 
room, but Ilinichna harshly told her : 

” Go away, you shameless hussy, and don’t show yourself 
here ! It’s nothing for you to poke your nose into ! ” 
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Scowling, Daria took a wet rag and went into the porch. 
Natalia painfully raised her head and said : 

“ Take the clean bedding off the bed. . . . Spread a piece 
of sacking for me. ... Pm sure to soil it. . . 

Hold your tongue ! ” Ilinichna ordered. “ Undress and 
lie down ! Do you feel bad ? Shall I bring you some water ? ** 

“ I’m feeling terribly weak. . . . Bring me a clean shift and 
water. ...” 

With an effort Natalia rose and went with uncertain steps to 
the bed. Only then did Ilinichna notice that her skirt was 
soaked with blood and hanging heavily around her, clinging to 
her legs. She stared with horror as Natalia bent down and 
wrung out the edge of the skirt as though she had been out in 
the rain, then began to undress. 

But you’re bleeding to death ! ” Ilinichna exclaimed. 

Natalia undressed and closed her eyes, breathing spasmodically 
and quickly. The old woman took one glance at her and then, 
with a resolute air, marched into the kitchen. After a struggle 
she managed to arouse Pantaleimon and said : 

Natalia’s ill. . . . She’s very bad, she may be dying. . . . 
Harness up horses at once and drive to Vieshenska for the 
doctor.” 

“ A devilish fine thing 1 What’s happened to her ? Wliat’s 
she ill witli ? She’d do better not to go roving at night. . . .” 

The old woman briefly explained what had happened. Pan¬ 
taleimon jumped out of bed in a frenzy and, buttoning up his 
trousers as he went, strode towards the best room. 

“ Ah, you filthy bitch 1 Ah, you daughter of a bitch ! What 
have you been up to, eh ? Necessity forced her to it ! Well, 
I’ll teach her. ...” 

“ Are you mad, damn you ? Where are you going ? Don’t 
go in there, she doesn’t want you. . . . You’ll wake the children 
up. Go out to the yard and harness the horses quickly ! ” 
Ilinichna tried to stop the old man. But, paying no attention 
to her, he went to the door of the best room and kicked it 
open. 

“ You’ve done a fine thing, you daughter of the devil ! ” he 
roared, halting on the threshold. 

“ You mustn’t! Father, don’t come in, for Christ’s sake 
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don’t come in 1 ” Natalia screamed piercingly. She had taken 
off her shift, and she pressed it to her breast. 

Swearing violently, Pantaleimon looked for his coat, his cap, 
the harness. He was so long over it that Dunia could not control 
herself. She burst into the kitchen and fell on her father, while 
the tears started to her eyes : 

“ Drive off at once ! What are you rummaging about like 
a beetle in dung for ? Natalia’s dying, and he takes a whole 
hour to get ready ! And he calls himself a father ! If you don’t 
want to go, why don’t you say so ? I’ll harness up the horse 
myself and drive to Vieshenska.” 

'' You’re daft! What have you snapped your chain for ? 
Who’s going to take orders from you, you sticky scab ? Here’s 
another of them shouting at her father, the filth ! ” Pantaleimon 
threw his coat edges together defiantly and, muttering curses 
under his breath, went out into the yard. 

After his departure everybody in the house felt less constrained. 
Daria washed the floor, ruthlessly shifting chairs and benches. 
Ilinichna allowed Dunia into the best room, and the girl sat at 
Natalia’s head, smoothing the pillow, giving her water. Ilinichna 
occasionally stole in to the children sleeping in the side room, 
then, returning to the best room, she gazed at Natalia, resting 
her cheek on her palm, shaking her head bitterly. 

Natalia lay silent ; her head with its tangled skeins of dank, 
sweat-soaked hair rolled about the pillow. Every half-hour 
Ilinichna gently lifted her, drew away the saturated bedding, and 
spread clean linen. 

With every^ hour Natalia grew weaker. Some time after mid¬ 
night she opened her eyes and asked : 

Will it begin to get light soon ? ” 

“ No sign as yet,” the old woman soothed her, thinking to 
herself : “ That means she isn’t going to come through. She’s 
afraid of going without seeing the children. . . .” 

As though to confirm her guess, Natalia quietly asked : 

“Mother, wake up Mishatka and Poliushka. ...” 

“ What for, my dear ? What do you want to disturb them in 
the middle of the night for ? They’ll be terrified if they sec you, 
and they’ll start crying. . . . Why wake them up ? ” 

“I’d like to see them. ... I’m feeling bad.” 
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“ God have mercy. . . . What are you saying ? In 
a minute father will be bringing the doctor, and he'll help 
you. You ought to try to get some sleep, my dear, don't 
you think ? " 

What sleep can I get ? " Natalia answered with a hint of 
annoyance in her tone. After that she said no more for some 
time, and her breathing grew more regular. 

Ilinichna quietly stole out on to the steps, and gave way to her 
tears. She returned with a red and swollen face to the room 
when the dawn was beginning to show a faint glimmer in the 
east. As the door creaked Natalia opened her eyes, and asked 
again : 

“Will it be getting light soon ? " 

“ It’s dawning now." 

“ Cover my feet with a sheepskin." 

Dunia threw a sheepskin over her feet, and tucked in the 
warm blanket at the sides. Natalia thanked her with a look, then 
called Ilinichna closer and said : 

“ Sit down by me, mother, and you Dunia and Daria, go out 
for a while. I want to talk to mother alone. . . . Have they 
gone ? " she asked, without opening her eyes. 

“ Yes." 

“ Father hasn’t come back yet ^ " 

“ He’ll be back soon. Are you feeling worse then ? " 

“ No ; it doesn’t matter. . . . This is what I w'anted to say. 

. . . Mother, I’m going to die soon. I can feel it in my heart. 
I’ve lost so much blood, it’s terrible ! Tell Daria when she lights 
the stove to put on plenty of water. . . . You wash me your¬ 
selves ; I don’t want strange . . ." 

“ Natalia ! Cross yourself, darling ! What are you talking 
about death for } God is merciful ; you’ll get better." 

With a feeble gesture Natalia asked her mother-in-law to be 
silent, and said : 

“ Don’t interrupt me. . . . It’s already hard enough for me 
to talk, and I want to say . . . My head’s swimming again. 
. . . Have I told you about the water : But I must be strong. 
. . . Kapitovna did it quite early, as soon as I arrived after 
supper. . . . She was terrified at what happened, poor woman. 
I lost an awful lot of blood. ... If only I can live till morning. 
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. . . Put on a lot of water. I want to be clean when I die. . . . 
Mother, dress me in my green skirt, the one with the embroidery 
around the edges. Grishka liked me in that one. . . . And 
my poplin jacket . . . it’s in the chest at the top, in the right- 
hand corner, just under a shawl. . . , And when I die, they’re 
to carry me to our people. . . . You might send for mother; 
let her come at once. ... I must say good-bye to her. Get 
the sheet from under me. It’s all wet. ...” 

Raising Natalia with one arm behind her back, Ilinichna drew 
away the sheet, and somehow managed to tuck another under her. 
With an effort Natalia whispered : 

“ Turn me over ... on my side.” And she lost conscious¬ 
ness. 

The dove-grey dawn peered in at the window. Dunia washed 
a bucket, and went out into the yard to milk the cows. Ilinichna 
threw the window wide open, and the best room, heavy with the 
scent of fresh blood, the smell of burnt paraffin, was freshened 
with the sharp, cheering chill of the summer morning. The wind 
swept the tear-drops of dew off the cherry leaves lying on the 
outside window ledge ; the early voices of birds, the lowing of 
cows, the thick, spasmodic cracks of the shepherd’s whip came 
through the window. 

Natalia came to, opened her eyes, licked her dry, bloodless, 
yellow lips with the end of her tongue, and asked for a 
drink. She no longer asked after the children or her mother. 
Everything was slipping away from her, and slipping away 
for ever. 

Ilinichna closed the window and went across to the bed. 
How terribly Natalia had changed during this one night! The 
previous day she had been like a young apple-tree in blossom— 
beautiful, healthy, strong ; but now her cheeks were whiter than 
chalk from the Donside hills, her nose was peaked, her lips had 
lost their recent brilliant freshness, had grown thinner, and 
seemed to be shrinking back from her parted teeth. Only her 
eyes retained their former glitter, but their expression had 
changed. They had a new, strange, alarming look, as from time 
to time, submitting to some inexplicable necessity, she raised 
her bluish lids and peered around the room, then rested her 
glance on Ilinichna for a second. 
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§ 5 § 

Pantaleimon returned at sunrise. The heavy-eyed doctor, 
weary with sleepless nights and endless bother with typhus and 
wounded cases, stretched himself and climbed out of the tarantass, 
took a bundle from the seat, and went into the hut. On the 
steps he removed his canvas raincoat, and, leaning over the hand¬ 
rail, spent a long time washing his hairy hands, looking up under 
his eyebrows at Dunia as she poured water from a jug into his 
palms, and even winking at her. Then he went into the best 
room and spent a good ten minutes with Natalia, first sending 
out everybody else. 

Pantaleimon and Ilinichna sat down in the kitchen. 

“Well, how is she ? ’’ the old man asked in a whisper as soon 
as they left the best room. 

“Bad. . . 

“ Did she do it of her own will ? ’’ 

“ It was her own idea,*^ Ilinichna evaded the question. 

“ Hot water, quick ! the doctor ordered, thrusting his tousled 
head round the door. 

While the water was being heated he came into the kitchen. 
At the old man’s mute question he weaved his hand hopelessly : 

“ She’ll be gone by dinner-time. She’s lost a terrible quantity 
of blood. There’s nothing to be done I Have you sent word 
to Gregor Pantalievich ? ” 

Without atiswering, Pantaleimon hurriedly limped out into 
the porch. Daria saw the old man go under the eaves of the 
shed to the mowing machine, lean his head against a pile of old 
dung-fuel bricks, and weep aloud. 

The doctor remained another half-hour, and sat a little while 
on the steps, dozing under the rays of the rising sun. When the 
samovar began to boil he went back into the best room, gave 
Natalia a camphot injection, then came out and asked for 
some milk. Stifling a yawn, he drank two glasses of milk, 
and said : 

“ Take me back at once. I’ve got sick and wounded waiting 
at Vieshenska, and there’s nothing I can do here. It’s quite 
hopeless. I’d do anything I could for Gregor Pantalievich, but 
I tell you frankly I can do nothing. There’s little enough we can 
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do at the best of times : we can only heal the sick ; we haven’t 
yet learnt how to resurrect the dead. And your little woman 
has been so badly cut about that she’s got nothing left to live 
with. . . . The womb’s torn terribly, there’s nothing of it left. 
I expect the old woman used an iron hook. It’s our ignorance ; 
you can’t ever get away from it! ” 

Pantaleimon threw hay into the tarantass, and told Daria : 

“ You drive him back. Don’t forget to water the mare when 
you drop down to the Don.” 

He was about to offer the doctor money, but the man flatly 
refused it, shaming the old man with : 

“ You ought to be ashamed even to speak of it, Pantaleimon 
ProkofFievich ! My own people, and you’re offering me money ! 
No, don’t come near me with it. How can you repay me ? You 
needn’t ask. If I could put your daughter-in-law on her feet 
it would be a different matter.” 

About six o’clock in the morning Natalia felt considerably 
better. She asked for a wash, combed her hair before a mirror 
which Dunia held for her, and, looking around at her dear ones, 
her eyes glittering, she forced a smile : 

“ Well, now I’m on the mend 1 But I was really frightened ! 
I thought I was done for. . . . But why are the children sleeping 
so late ? Dunia, go and see if they’re awake yet.” 

Her mother Lukinichna arrived with her younger sister, 
Aggripina. The old woman burst into tears when she saw 
her daughter, but Natalia said again and again in an agitated 
tone : 

“ What are you crying for, mother ? I’m not so bad now . . . 
you haven’t come to bui*y me, have you ? Oh, do tell me, what 
are you crying for ? ” 

Aggripina gave her mother a nudge, and, guessing the reason, 
Lukinichna swiftly wiped her eyes and said in a soothing tone : 

“ Why, what are you thinking, child ? I was crying just 
because I’m such a stupid head. My heart ached as I looked at 
you. . . . You’ve changed so much. ...” 

A faint flush glowed in Natalia’s cheeks when she heard 
Mishatka’s voice and Poliushka’s laugh. 

‘‘ Bring them in here I Call them quick ! ’’she asked. ‘‘ They 
can dress after.” 
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Poliushka came in first, and halted at the door, rubbing her 
sleepy eyes with her little fist. 

“ Your mummy’s fallen ill,” Natalia said with a smile. “ Come 
over to me, my treasure ! ” 

Poliushka looked in surprise at the grown-ups sitting gravely 
on the benches and, going over to her mother, said in a vexed 
tone ; 

“ Why didn’t you wake me up ? And what have they all 
come for } ” 

“ They’ve come to see me. . . . But why should I have woken 
you up ? ” 

“I’d have brought you some water, and sat with you. . . 

“ Well, go and wash, comb your hair and say your prayers, 
and then you can come and sit with me. . . .” 

“But will you be getting up for breakfast ? ” 

“ I don’t know. I don’t think so.” 

“ Well, then I’ll bring your breakfast in here. Would you like 
that, mummy ? ” 

“ She’s the very image of her father ; only her heart’s not like 
his, hers is softer . . Natalia said with a feeble smile, letting 
her head fall back, and pulling the blanket around her legs as 
though she were cold. 

An hour later she took a turn for the worse. She beckoned 
the children to her, embraced them, signed the cross over them, 
kissed them, and asked her mother to take them to her. Luki¬ 
nichna entrusted the children to Aggripina, and remained with 
her daughter. 

Natalia closed her eyes and said as though delirious : 

“ I can’t see him like that. ...” Then, as though she had 
remembered something, she sharply raised herself on the bed 
and asked : “ Bring Mishatka back.” 

The tear-stained Aggripina pushed the boy mto the room, and 
remained, quietly moaning, in the kitchen. 

Sullen, with the Melekhovs’ ungracious look, Mishatka timidly 
came into the room. The sharp change which had occurred in 
his mother’s face made her almost a stranger, unrecognizable. 
Natalia drew her son towards her, and felt his heart fluttering 
swiftly, like that of a trapped sparrow. 

“ Bend down to me, little son ! Closer I ” she asked. 
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She whispered something into his ear, then pushed him away, 
questioningly gazed into his eyes, compressed her quivering lips 
and, forcing a miserable, tormented smile, asked him : 

You won’t forget ? You’ll tell him ? ” 

“ I shan’t forget.” Mishatka clutched his mother’s forefinger, 
squeezed it in his hot little fist, held it tightly for a second, then 
let it go. As he stepped away from the bed, for some reason he 
walked on tiptoe, balancing himself with his arms. 

Natalia watched him to the door, then silently turned to the 
wall. 

She died at noon. 


CHAPTER VII 

§ I § 

Innumerable were Gregor's thoughts and memories during the 
two days’ journey from the front to his native village. Afraid 
to remain alone in the steppe with his grief, with his importunate 
thoughts of Natalia, he took Prokhor Zykov with him. As soon 
as they were clear of the village in which his squadron was 
quartered Gregor turned to talking of the war, recalling how he 
had served in the Twelfth Regiment on the Austrian front, how 
they had marched into Rumania, how they had fought the 
Germans. He talked on and on without stopping, recalling all 
kinds of absurd incidents in which their comrades of the regiment 
had been involved, and laughing, . . . 

At first, amazed at Gregor’s unusual garrulity, the simple- 
minded Prokhor took astonished sidelong glances at him. But 
then he guessed that Gregor was trying to find relief from his 
oppressive thoughts in these memories of past days, and helped 
to keep the conversation going with, perhaps, unnecessary effort. 
As he was telling of the time he had spent in Chernigov hospital 
Prokhor happened to glance at Gregor and saw the tears stream¬ 
ing down his swarthy cheeks. Prokhor respectfully dropped 
back a few yards, and rode behind for half an hour. Then he 
again drew level, and tried to talk about some casual, insignificant 
matter. But Gregor did not take up the conversation. So they 
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trotted along until noonday, in silence, side by side, stirrup to 
stirrup. 

Gregor hurried along desperately. Despite the heat he kept 
his horse at a sharp trot, then broke into a gallop, and only 
occasionally slowed him down into a walking pace. He did not 
call a halt until noon, when the vertical rays of the sun began to 
burn intolerably. Then he stopped in a ravine and unsaddled 
his horse, turning him loose to graze. He went off into the 
shade, stretched himself face downwards, and lay so until the 
heat began to abate. They gave the horses a feed of oats, but 
Gregor did not observ’^e the proper feeding time. By the end 
of the first day their horses, accustomed though they were to 
long marches, had deeply sunken flanks, ^nd they no longer 
moved with the unwearying spirit of the morning. ‘ It’s stupid 
to spoil the horses, ’ Prokhor thought irritably. ‘ Whoever rides 
like this ? It’s all very well for him, the devil ! He’s forcing his 
own animal along and he can get himself another at any moment. 
But where could I get a mount from ? He’ll gallop the horses 
to death, and then we’ll have to go on foot all the rest of the way 
to Tatarsk, or else drag along on a requisitioned wagon.’ 

Next morning he could keep silent no longer, and at last said 
to Gregor : 

“ Anyone would think you’d never owned your own horse ! 
Whoever would gallop like this, day and night, without a rest ? 
Look how the horses are worn out 1 Let’s give them a proper 
feed when evening comes, at an}^ rate.” 

” Keep up don’t lag behind ! ” Gregor answered absent- 
mindedly. 

I can’t keep up with you ; my horse is dead beat. Couldn’t 
we have a rest ? ” 

Gregor did not answer. For half an hour they trotted 
along without exchanging a word, then Prokhor resolutely 
announced : 

“ Let’s give them a breather at least ! I’m not going to ride 
on any farther like this. D’you hear ? ” 

“ Whip him up ! Whip him up 1 ” 

“ But how long are we to go on whipping him up ? Until 
he loses his hoofs } ” 

“ Don’t argue ! ” 
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“ Have pity, Gregor Pantalievich ! I don't want to flay my 
horse, but things are coming to such a pass. . . 

“Well then, halt, and damn you ! Look for a spot with good 
grass." 


The telegram had been wandering in search of Gregor through 
all the districts of the Khopersk region, and it arrived too late. 
He reached home on the third day after Natalia was buried. He 
dismounted at the wicket-gate. Dunia ran out of the house and 
burst into sobs. He put his arm around her as he strode along, 
and asked, knitting his brows : 

“ Give the horse a good long walk. . . . Now, don't bellow ! " 
Turning to Prokhor, he ordered : “ Ride home ! If you're 
wanted I’ll let you know." 

Holding Mishatka and Poliushka by the hands, Ilinichna came 
out to the steps to welcome her son. 

Gregor snatched up the children in his arms, and said in a 
quivering voice : 

“ Now, don't cry ! Now, no tears ! My darlings ! So you’re 
left motherless ? Now, now. . . . Your mummy’s done us an 
ill turn. ..." 

But he himself had difliculty in choking back his sobs as he 
went into the hut and greeted his father. 

“We couldn’t keep . . ." Pantaleimon said, and at once 
limped off into the porch. 

Ilinichna led Gregor into the best room and told him about 
Natalia. The old woman did not want to tell all the truth, but 
Gregor asked : 

“ Why did she talvc it into her head not to have the child ? Do 
you know } ” 

“Yes, I do." 

“Well ? ’’ 

“ She had called on your . . . that . . . the previous day. 
And Aksinia told her everything. ’ ’ 

“ Aha 1 So that’s it 1 " Gregor flushed heavily, and his eyes 
dropped. 

He came out looking older, and pale ; soundlessly working his 
bluish, quivering lips, he sat down at the table, fondled the chil- 
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dren for some time, and seated them on his knees. Then he 
took out a piece of greyish, dusty sugar from his field-pack, broke 
it on his palm with a knife, and guiltily smiled : 

“ That’s all IVe been able to bring you. . . . That’s the sort 
of father you’ve got. . . . Well, run into the yard and call your 
grand-dad.” 

“ Will you visit the grave ? ” Ilinichna asked him. 

“ Later, when I can get the chance. . . . The dead never 
take Oifencc. . . . How arc Mishatka and Poliushka ? Are 
they all right ? ” 

“ They cried a lot the first day, especially Poliushka. . . . But 
now it’s just as though they’d come to some agreement, and they 
never talk about her in front of us. But last night I heard 
Mishatka quietly cr 3 hng. . . . He’d put his head under the 
pillow so as not to be heard. ... I went to him and asked : 
‘ What’s the matter, darling ? Would you like to come and lie 
with me } ’ But he says : ‘ It’s all right, granny ; I must.have 
been crying in my sleep. . . .’ You talk to them, have pity on 
them. Yesterday morning I heard them talking to each other 
in the porch. Poliushka was saying : ‘ She’ll come back to us. 
She’s young, and the young don’t die.’ They’re still foolish, 
but their little hearts ache as though they were grown up. . . . 
I expect you’re hungry. Sit down and I’ll get something ready 
for you ; what are you sitting dumb for ? ” 

Gregor went into the best room. He behaved as though he 
had found his way there for the first time in his life : he looked 
attentively around the walls, and rested his gaze on the bed. It 
had been made, and its pillows were pufl'ed up. On that bed 
Natalia had died, from that bed her voice had sounded for the 
last time. He imagined her saying good-bye to the children, 
kissing them and, perhaps, signing the cross over them. And, 
once more, as at the moment when he had read the telegram 
telling of her death, he felt a sharp, stabbing pain in his heart, 
a muffled ringing in his ears. 

Every little thing in the house reminded him of Natalia. His 
memories of her were indestructible and tormenting. For some 
reason he went from room to room, visiting them all, then 
hurriedly went out, almost ran on to the steps. The pain in his 
heart seared more and more. A sw^eat beaded his brow. Fear- 
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fully pressing his palm against his left breast, he went down the 
steps, thinking : ‘ This old grey nag has galloped up a steep 
hill or two ! 1 

Dunia was walking his horse about the yard. By the granary 
the horse resisted the rein and halted to snuff at the earth, stretch¬ 
ing out its neck and rolling back its upper lip, laying bare the 
yellow plates of its teeth. Then it snorted and awkwardly bent 
its hind legs. Dunia pulled on the rein, but the animal paid no 
attention, and began to lie down. 

“ Don’t let him roll over ! ” Pantaleimon shouted from the 
stable. “ Can’t you see he’s saddled ? Why didn’t you unsaddle 
him, you devilish little fool ? ” 

Unhurriedly, still listening to the thumping in his chest, 
Gregor went up to the horse, removed the saddle, and forced 
a smile as he said to Dunia : 

“ Father still shouting ? ” 

“As usual ! ” Dunia said with an answering smile. 

“ Lead him about a little longer, sister.” 

“ He’s quite dry now ; but I will if you want me to.” 

“ Let him have a roll if he likes, don’t stop him.” 

“ Now, now, brother. . . . Grieving } ” 

“ And why shouldn’t I ? ” Gregor answered with a sigh. 

Moved by a feeling of compassion, Dunia kissed him on the 
shoulder and, upset to the point of tears, she swiftly turned and 
led the horse to the cattle yard. 

Gregor went across to his father, who was diligently raking 
dung out of the stable. 

“I’m getting the place ready for your charger,” the old man 
said. 

“Why didn’t you tell me? I’d have cleaned it out 
myself.” 

“ A fine idea ! Why, am I helpless ? My boy. I’m like a flint 
lock ; there’s no wearing me out! I can still hop around a bit! 
To-morrow I’m thinking of going out to sow the rye. Are you 
stopping for long ? ” 

“ A month.” 

“ Now that’s fine 1 Shall we drive out to the fields ? You’ll 
find it easier if you’re working. . . 

“I’d already thought of that myself.” 
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The old man threw down the pitchfork, wiped the sweat from 
his face with his sleeve, and said in a mysterious tone : 

“ Let’s go into the hut, and you have some dinner. You can 
never get away from it . . . sorrow, I mean. You can’t run 
away from it and you can’t bury yourself from it. That’s how 
it is. . . .” 

Ilinichna laid the table, and gave Gregor a clean hand-towel. 
And yet again Gregor recalled : “ In the old days Natalia waited 
on me.” To hide his feelings he attacked the food vigorously. 
He gave his father a grateful look when the old man brought 
a ewer of home-made vodka, its neck closed by a bunch of hay, 
from the cellar. 

“ We’ll drink in memory of the dead—may she rest in God ! ” 
Pantaleimon said in a firm tone. 

They each drank a glass. Without waiting the old man filled 
the glasses again, and sighed : 

“ Two of the family gone in one year. . . . Death’s taken a 
fancy to our hut.” 

Don’t let’s talk about that, father! ” Gregor asked. 

He drank his second glass at one gulp, chewed long at a piece 
of dried fish, and waited for the drink to go to his head, to stifle 
his importunate thoughts. 

” The rye’s fine this year. And our sowings are far better 
than anybody else’s 1 ” Pantaleimon said boastfully. In that 
very boastfulness, in the very tone of his father’s voice, Gregor 
detected a forced and studied note. 

“ But how about the wheat ? ” 

“ The wheat ? It’s been nipped a bit with the frost, but it’s 
not too bad, it’ll be a middling harvest. But the hard wheat— 
others have done well with that, but as luck would have it we 
didn’t happen to sow any. But I don’t mind overmuch. With 
such destruction all around what can you do with grain } You 
can’t sell it, and you can’t keep it in the bins. When the front 
comes back this way the comrades will carry it all off, they’ll 
lick it up. But don’t you worry ; even without this year’s 
harvest we’ve got grain enough for a couple of years. Praise be, 
we’ve got our bins full to the lids, and some more elsewhere. 
, . The old man winked craftily and said : “You ask Daria 
how much we’ve buried against a rainy day ! The hole’s your 
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height deep, and half as wide again as your arms outstretched, and 
we filled it to the edge ! This accursed life has made us poor, 
but after all weVe managed to look after ourselves, too. . . 
The old man laughed drunkenly, but after a moment he stroked 
his beard with dignity and said in a serious, businesslike tone : 
“ Maybe you’re thinking about your mother-in-law, so I tell 
you I haven’t forgotten her, and I’ve helped them in their need. 
Before she had time to say a word I’d filled a wagon with grain, 
not stopping to measure it, and took it to her. Your dead Natalia 
was very pleased ; she cried when she heard about it. . . . Shall 
we put away a third glass, son ? You’re the only joy left to me 
now.” 

“ All right, pour it out ! ” Gregor assented, pushing his glass 
across the table. 

At that moment Mishatka came up timidly, edging his way to 
the table. He climbed on to his father’s knee and, awkwardly 
putting his left arm around Gregor’s neck, gave him a hearty 
kiss on the lips. 

** What’s that for, little son ? ” Gregor asked, deeply moved. 
He looked into the child’s tear-filled eyes, and tried to avoid 
breathing vodka fumes into his son’s face. 

Mishatka answered in a low voice : 

** When mummy was lying in the best room . . . when she 
was still alive, she called me to her and told me : ‘ When your 
father comes, kiss him for me and tell him to have pity on you.’ 
She said something else, too, but I’ve forgotten. ...” 

Gregor set down his glass and turned away to the window. 
There was a long, oppressive silence in the room. 

“ Shall we drink up ? ” Pantaleimon asked in a low tone. 

“ I don’t want any more.” Gregor lifted his son down from 
his knee, rose, and hurriedly made for the porch. 

“ Wait a bit, son ; how about your meat ? We’ve got boiled 
chicken and pancakes ! ” Ilinichna rushed to the stove ; but 
Gregor had already slammed the door behind him. 

Aimlessly wandering, he looked at the cattle yard, the stable. 
When he saw his horse, he thought: ‘ I ought to take him for 
a bath.’ He went under the eaves of the shed. By the harvester, 
standing ready for mowing, he saw pine chips, shavings, and a 
piece of crooked board lying on the ground. ‘ Father made the 
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coffin for Natalia,’ he decided, and hurriedly strode back to the 
steps of the house. 

Yielding to his son’s demand, Pantaleimon hastily made ready, 
harnessed the horses into the harvester, and loaded a small keg 
of water on to the platform. He and Gregor drove out to the 
fields that night. 

§ 3 § 

Gregor suffered not only because he loved Natalia in his way 
and had grown used to her during the six years they had lived 
together, but also because he felt responsible for her death. If 
Natalia had acted on her threat to take the children and go to 
live with her mother ; if she had died there, hating her faithless 
husband and unreconciled with him, maybe Gregor would not 
have felt the burden of his loss so deeply, and doubtless he would 
not have been so painfully racked with remorse. But his mother 
told him Natalia had forgiven him everything, and that she had 
loved him and spoken of him until her last moment. And the 
knowledge added to his suffering, burdened his conscience with 
incessant reproach, forced him to see the past years and all his 
conduct in a new light. 

There had been a time when he felt nothing but cold indiffer¬ 
ence and even hostility to his wife. But of recent years he had 
come to feel very differently towards her. The children had 
been chiefly responsible for changing his attitude to her. 

Gregor had not always felt that profound fatherly feeling for 
them which developed in later days. When he came home from 
the front for short periods of leave he caressed and fondled them, 
almost from a sense of duty and to please their mother, but he 
could not even watch Natalia and her violent demonstrations of 
maternal feeling without a sense of distrustful amazement. He 
did not understand how anyone could love those tiny, noisy 
creatures so self-forgetfully, and more than once while Natalia 
was still breast-feeding them he told her at night with chagrin 
and a sneer in his tone : What malces you jump up like that 
as though mad .? You’re on your feet before they’ve had time to 
cry. Let them kick and shout a bit; I don’t suppose they’ll cry 
tears of gold ! ” The children were no less indifferent to him, 
but, as they grew older, their attachment to their father grew also. 
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Their love aroused a response in him, and his feeling for them 
was extended to their mother. 

After the break with Aksinia Gregor had never seriously 
thought of leaving his wife ; never, not even when they came 
together again, had he thought of Aksinia as taking the place of 
the mother of his children. He was not unready to live with 
them both, loving each of them in his own way. But now he 
had lost^his wife he abruptly felt alienated from Aksinia, and was 
suddenly filled with mute anger against her for having betrayed 
their relations and so driven Natalia to her death. 

Try as he would to forget his sorrow, as he worked in the 
fields he inevitably returned to it in thought. He wore himself 
out with work, he did not climb out of the harvester seat for 
hours, yet he still recalled Natalia ; his memory persistently 
resurrected various long past, frequently insignificant, incidents 
of their life together, their talks together. He had but to remove 
the bridle from his willing memory for a moment, and the living, 
smiling Natalia would arise before him once more. He recalled 
her figure, her walk, her way of tidying her hair, her smile, the 
intonation of her voice. 

On the third day they began to harvest the barley. At mid¬ 
day, when Pantaleimon halted the horses, Gregor climbed down 
from the harvester seat, laid the short pitchfork on the floor¬ 
boards, and said : 

“ I want to go home for an hour or so, father.’' 

“What for ? ” 

“ I just want to see the children. ...” 

“ All right, off with you,” the old man willingly agreed. 
“ And meantime we’ll be doing some stacldng.” 

Gregor at once unharnessed his horse from the harvester, 
mounted it, and rode at a walking pace over the yellow, brushy 
stubble towards the highroad. ‘ Tell him to have pity on 
you ! * Natalia’s voice sounded in his ears. He closed his eyes, 
dropped the rein and, lost in memories, let the horse take its 
own way. 

In the deeply azure heaven, rare, wind-scattered clouds hung 
almost motionless. Rooks were hopping with half-spread wings 
over the stubble. They settled in flocks on the stacks ; beak to 
beak the old ones fed the young newly-fledged birds which still 
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rose uncertainly on the wing. Over the harvested acres the 
rooks’ croaking blended into a steady groan. 

Gregor’s horse tried to pick its way along the side of the road, 
occasionally tearing up and chewing cl umps of clover as it went. 
Its bit clattered as it hung loose. Twice, seeing horses in the 
distance, it came to a halt and neighed ; and then Gregor roused 
himself and urged the animal on, while with unseeing eyes he 
gazed over the steppe, the dusty road, the yellow sprinkle of 
stacks, the greenish brown plots of ripened millet. 

As soon as Gregor reached home the glum-looking Christonia 
put in an appearance. Despite the heat, he was dressed in an 
English cloth tunic and broad riding breeches. He walked in, 
leaning on an enormous, freshly-trimmed ash stick, and greeted 
Gregor : 

“ I’ve dropped in to see you. I heard about your trouble. 
So they’ve buried Natalia Mironovna ? ” 

“ How did you get back from the front ? ” Gregor asked, pre¬ 
tending not to hear Christonia’s question, satisfiedly examining 
his awkwardly built, slightly bowed figure. 

‘‘ They sent me home to get better after a wound. I had two 
bullets at once score me across the belly. And they’re still stuck 
there, by my entrails it looks like, damn them ! And that’s why 
I’m using a stick, you see } ” 

Where did they make that mess of you ? ” 

“ Close to Balashov.” 

“ Did we capture it ? And how did you get your packet ? ” 

“We were making an attack. And I think Balashov was 
taken.” 

“ Well, tell me what regiment you're with, and who else of 
the village is with you. Sit down ; have a smoke ? ” 

Gregor was delighted to see a fresh face, to have an opportunity 
to talk with someone outside the family who had had nothing to 
do with his suffering. Christonia revealed some understanding, 
and guessed that Gregor did not want h is sympathy. He willingly 
but slowly began to tell how Balashov was captured, and how he 
got his wound. Smoking an enormous cigarette, he said in his 
thick, deep voice : 

“ We were advancing on foot through sunflowers. The Reds 
were firing from machine-guns and guns, and of course from 
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rifles too, that goes without saying. Fm easily picked out, among 
the others Fm like a goose among chickens ; no matter how 
low I bend, all of me can be seen ; well, and they . . . the bullets 
I mean, found me. For that matter it’s a good job I was moving 
at full height, for if Fd been bending they’d have caught me 
right in the head ! It appears they were spent bullets, but the 
moment they struck me everything in my belly began to grumble, 
and they were both so hot, damn them, you’d have said they’d 
flown straight out of a stove. I clapped my hand to the spot, 
and I could feel them inside me, rolling about under the skin 
like a couple of tumours, one close to the other. Well, I felt at 
them with my fingers and then dropped, it seems. I thought: 
this is a poor joke ; to hell with such jokes ! Better keep still, 
or another might come flying, sharper than the others, and go 
right through me. Well, so I lay there. And I felt them . . . 
the bullets I mean. They were still there, one close to the other. 
I got alarmed, for I thought they might make their way into my 
belly, and then what ? They’d go rolling about among my 
intestines, and then how would the doctors ever find them ? 
And besides, they wouldn’t be any pleasure to me. A man’s 
body, even mine, is fluid ; the bullets would go wandering into 
my bowels, and then Fd go walking about rattling like a post- 
bell. It would break me up completely. I lay and twisted off 
a head of sunflower and ate the seeds, but I was frightened all 
the same. Our line had gone on. Well, and when Balashov 
was taken I was ordered there too. Then I lay in the field hos¬ 
pital at Tishanka. The doctor there was as cocky as a sparrow. 
He kept asking me : ‘ Shall we cut out the bullets ? ’ But I lay 
thinking it over. ... I asked him : ‘ Your Excellency, can 
they get lost in my inside.^’ ‘No,’ he said; ‘they can’t.’ 
Well, then, I thought, Fm not going to let them be cut out ! 
I know that game ! They’d cut them out, and before the wound 
had had time to heal I’d be sent back to my regiment. ‘ No,’ I 
said, ‘ your Excellency ; I won’t have them cut out. It’s even 
more interesting for me with them inside. Fd like to carry them 
home to show my wife, and they’re no bother to me, they’re not 
a great weight.’ He swore at me good and hard, but he let me 
go home on sick-leave for a week.” 

Gregor smiled as he listened to the artless story, and asked : 
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What regiment have you got into ? ” 

The fourth/’ 

“ Who else from the village is with you ? ” 

“ Quite a lot: Anikushka, Beskhlebnov, Akim Koloveidin, 
Semka Miroshnikov, Tikhon Gorbachov.” 

“Well, and how are the cossacks ? Not complaining ? ” 

“ They’re upset with the officers, it looks like. They’ve put 
such filthy swine over us there’s no living with them. And 
they’re almost all Russian ; there isn’t a cossack among them ! ” 

As he spoke Christonia pulled down the short sleeve of his 
tunic and examined and stroked the excellent cloth of his English 
breeches as though he could hardly believe that he was wearing 
such good material. 

“ But you know, I couldn’t find boots to fit my feet,” he said 
meditatively. “ The people who live in the English country 
haven’t got such healthy legs. . . . We sow and eat wheat, but 
I expect in England it’s like in Russia ; they only have rye to eat. 
Otherwise how could they have such small feet ? They’ve 
clothed and shod all our company, and sent us scented cigarettes ; 
but all the same things are bad. ...” 

“ What’s bad ? ” Gregor asked with interest. 

“ It seems all right outside, but inside it’s bad. You know, 
the cossacks are again wanting to get out of fighting. So nothing 
will come of this war. They were saying they wouldn’t go farther 
than the Khopersk region.” 

When he had said good-bye to Christonia, after a moment’s 
reflection Gregor decided : ‘I’ll stay here a week and then go 
back to the front. I shall die of misery here.’ He remained at 
home until evening. He remembered the days of his childhood 
and made Mishatka a windmill of reeds, fashioned a sparrow- 
snare from a horse-hair, expertly made his daughter a tiny 
carriage with wheels that turned and a centre-pole painted in 
extraordinary colours, and even tried to make a doll out of rags. 
But nothing came of that : Dunia had to help to finish the doll. 

At first the children, to whom Gregor had never been so 
attentive before, were distrustful of his intentions. But after¬ 
wards they would not leave him for a minute, and, late in the 
afternoon, when Gregor was making ready to ride back to the 
fields, Mishatka declared with tears in his voice : 
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“ You’re always like that! No sooner are you here than you 
leave us again. . . . Take your snare, and the mill, and the 
rattle with you. Take them all: I don’t want them.” 

Gregor took his son’s little hands in his own great fists and 
said : 

“ If that’s how you feel, let’s settle it this way. You’re a 
cossack, and you’ll ride out with me to the fields. We’ll mow the 
barley, and we’ll stack it; you’ll sit with grandfather on the 
harvester, you’ll drive the horses. And the grasshoppers you’ll 
find out there in the grass I The birds you’ll see in the ravines ! 
But Poliushka will stay at home with grandmother. She w^on’t 
mind. She’s a girl, and it’s her job to sweep the floors, to bring 
grandmother water from the Don in a little pail, and to do all 
sorts of women’s tasks. Agreed ? ” 

“ Oh yes ! ” Mishatka exclaimed rapturously. And his eyes 
glittered at the prospect. 

“ Where are you taking him to ? ” Ilinichna tried to object. 
** I don’t know what you’re thinking of ! Where’s he going to 
sleep ? And who’s going to look after him out there ? God help 
us, he’ll go too close to the horses and get kicked, or else a snake’ll 
bite him. Don’t go with your father, darling ; you stay at 
home ! ” she turned to her grandson. 

But Mishatka’s narrowed eyes suddenly blazed ominously 
(exactly like his grandfather’s when the old man was losing his 
temper), he clenched his little fists, and shouted in a highpitched, 
weeping tone : 

“ Grandmother, shut up ! I’m going, whatever happens ! ” 

With a laugh Gregor took his son by the hand, and reassured 
Ilinichna : 

He’ll sleep with me. We’ll ride back at a walking pace, 
I shan’t let him fall. Get his clothes ready, mother, and don’t 
be afraid ; I’ll see he’s safe and sound, and I’ll bring him back 
whole to-morrow evening.” 

And thus Gregor and Mishatka struck up a friendship. 


§ 4 § 

During the three weeks he spent in Tatarsk Gregor saw Aksinia 
only three times, and then he had only glimpses of her. With 
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her native sense and tact she avoided a meeting, realizing that it 
would be better for her not to come within his sight. Woman¬ 
like, she realized his mood, realized that any incautious and 
untimely demonstration of her feelings for him might set him 
against her and throw a cloud over their relations. She waited 
for Gregor himself to speak to her. The moment came a day 
before his departure for the front. He was driving back late 
from the fields with a wagon-load of grain, and in the dusk he 
met Aksinia by the lane nearest to the steppe. She bowed when 
still some distance away, and faintly smiled. Her smile was 
challenging and anxious. He answered her bow, but could not 
pass her by in silence. 

“ How are you getting on ? he asked, imperceptibly pulling 
on the reins, slowing the horses down from their fast walking 
pace. 

Quite well, thank you, Gregor Pantalicvich.’^ 

“ How is it we haven *t seen anything of you ? 

“ I’ve been out in the fields. I’m struggling with the work 
singlehanded.” 

Mishatka was sitting with Gregor in the wagon. Possibly for 
that reason Gregor did not halt the horses, and did not stop for 
further conversation. He had driven on several yards when, 
hearing a call, he turned. Aksinia was standing by the fence. 

“ Are you staying long in the village ? ” she asked, agitatedly 
plucking the straps of a daisy. 

“I’m off any day now.” 

By the way she hesitated for a second it was evident that she 
wanted to ask something more. For some reason she did not, 
but waved her hand and hurriedly walked on into the common- 
land, not once looking back. 


CHAPTER VHI 


§ I § 


THE SKY was overcast with clouds. A rain so fine that it seemed 
to have been sieved was sprinkling down. The young aftermath, 
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the scrub, and the bushes of wild thorn scattered about the steppe 
were gleaming with rain. 

Highly indignant at his premature departure from the village, 
Prokhor rode along in silence, and hardly spoke to Gregor all 
the way back to the regiment. Beyond a certain hamlet they 
fell in with three mounted cossacks. The men were riding in 
a row, urging their horses on with their heels, talking energetic¬ 
ally among themselves. One of them, elderly and red-haired, 
dressed in a peasant’s grey homespun coat, recognized Gregor 
and said in a loud voice to his companions : “ But that’s Mclek- 
hov, brothers ! ” As they drew level with Gregor he reined in 
his highstanding bay horse. 

“ Our greetings to you, Gregor Pantalievich,” he cried. 

“ Greetings ! ” Gregor ansv/ered, vainly trying to recall where 
he had met this red-bearded, sullen-looking cossack before. 

Evidently the man had only recently been raised to the rank 
of ensign and, in order not to be taken for a rank and file cossack, 
he had sewn his new epaulettes on to his greatcoat. 

“ Don’t you know me ? ” he asked, riding right up to Gregor, 
stretching out his hand, and breathing the smell of vodka fumes 
into Gregor’s face. An idiotic self-satisfaction beamed on the 
face of this newly cooked ensign ; his small blue eyes sparkled, 
and his lips twisted into a grin beneath his red moustache. 
Gregor was amused by the absurd appearance of this officer in 
a peasant’s coat. Not attempting to hide his smile, he answered : 

“ No, I don’t. I must have met you when you were still a rank 
and file cossack. Have you been made an ensign recently } ” 

'' You’ve hit the mark ! It’s just a week since they raised me 
to my present ranl^. But we met in Kudynov’s staff, close to 
Blagoveshchenie, I think. You saved me from a little bit of 
trouble then, d’you remember ? Hey, Trifon ! Ride on slowly, 
and I’ll catch you up ! ” he shouted to the other cossacks, who had 
halted a little way off. 

After some difficulty Gregor recalled his previous meeting 
with the red-haired ensign, and Kudynov’s comment on him : 
“ He never misses vffien he fires, he can shoot hares in flight with 
his rifle, he’s a devil in a fight, a good scout, but a babe in intelli¬ 
gence.” The man had commanded a company during the 
rising, and had made some blunder. Kudynov had wanted to 
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deal sternly with him, but Gregor had intervened, and he had 
been pardoned and left with the rank of company commander. 

“ Come from the front ? ” Gregor asked. 

Yes ; Tm going on furlough from Novokhopersk. Fve 
ridden a hundred miles out of my way to call on kinsmen of 
mine. Fve got a good memory, Gregor Pantalievich ! Don’t 
refuse me the pleasure of treating you. Fve got a couple of bottles 
of hundred per cent spirit in my pack. Let’s open them on the 
spot, shall we ? ” 

Gregor flatly refused, but he accepted the bottle of spirit tne 
man offered him as a present. 

“You should have been there ! Cossacks and officers were 
loaded down with goods ! ” the ensign boastfully declared. “ I 
was in Balashov too. We captured the place and made straight 
for the railway, where we found three full train-loads standing ; 
all the lines were crowded with trucks. One truck was full of 
sugar, a second full of uniforms, and a third had all sorts of things 
in it. Some of the cossacks carried off up to forty sets of clothing. 
And aftemards, when we went to shake up the Jews, you’d have 
laughed. In my half-company one clever Jew-catcher collected 
eighteen watches, ten of them gold. He hung them all over his 
chest, just as though he was the richest merchant in the land. 
And the rings and bracelets he’d got . . . you couldn’t have 
counted them ! He had two or three on each finger ...” 

Gregor pointed to the man’s swollen saddlebags, and asked : 

“ And what’s that you’ve got ? ” 

“ Why ... all sorts of things.” 

“ So you went on the loot too ? ” 

“ Well, call it that if you like. . . . But we didn’t loot, we 
won it legally. Our regimental commander said : ‘ Take the 
town and it’s at your disposition for two days.’ And am I any 
worse than the others } I took legal stuff, whatever came to my 
hand. Others did much worse.” 

“ Fine fighters ! ” Gregor gazed at the ensign in disgust, and 
added : “ The likes of you lurk under the bridges on the high¬ 
roads, but you don’t fight! You’ve turned the war into a looting 
expedition. Ah, you sctim! You’ve got a new trade ! But 
don’t you think that some day or other you and your commander 
too will be flayed alive for this ? ” 
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‘‘ For what ? 

‘‘ For all that.’’ 

“ But who’s going to do the flaying ? ” 

“ A superior offlcer.” 

The man smiled sarcastically, and said : 

‘‘ But they’re all the same ! We only take stuff in our saddle¬ 
bags or on our wagons, but they’re sending away whole train¬ 
loads of baggage.” 

“ Why, have you seen them ? ” 

Have I seen them 1 I myself convoyed one such baggage 
train to Yarizhenka. There was a whole wagon-load of silver 
dishes, cups and spoons. Some of the officers flew at us with ; 
* What have you got there Here, show us I ’ But when I said 
it was the personal property of general So-and-so they went off 
empty-handed.” 

Who is this general ? ” Gregor asked, narrowing his eyes and 
nervously fiddling with the reins. 

The man smiled craftily, and answered : 

“ I’ve forgotten his name. . . . What is it ? God help me 
to remember ! No, it’s gone ; I can’t recall it. But there’s no 
point in your swearing, Gregor Pantalievich. God’s truth, every¬ 
body’s doing it. Compared to the others I’m like a lamb to 
wolves. I took very little, but others stripped people naked in 
the very middle of the street, and raped the Jew girls wherever 
they came upon them. I didn’t go in for such things. I’ve got 
my own lawful wife, and what a wife ! She’s a stallion, not a 
woman ! No, you’ve got no cause to be angry with me. Wait 
a bit; where are you off to ? ” 

Gregor coldly nodded in farewell to the man, and put his horse 
into a trot, saying to Prokhor : 

“ Keep up behind me ! ” 

On the road they met more and more cossacks riding off on 
furlough in ones and twos and in groups. Quite often they 
passed pair-horsed wagons, with their loads covered by tarpaulins 
or blankets carefully tied down. Cossacks in new summer tunics 
and Red Army khaki trousers trotted, standing in their stirrups, 
behind the wagons. Their dusty, sunburnt faces were animated 
and cheerful. But when they saw Gregor they hurried past as 
quickly as possible, riding in silence, raising their hands to the 
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peaks of their caps as though at a command, and fell to talking 
again only when they had put a respectable distance between 
themselves and Gregor. 

“ Merchants on the move ! Prokhor jested when in the 
distance he saw horsemen convoying a wagon loaded with 
plunder. 

§ 2 § 

But not all the men they met going on furlough were weighed 
down with loot. Plaiting to water the horses at a well in one of 
the villages, Gregor heard singing coming from the next yard. 
Judging by the youthfully clear, fine voices it was a group of 
young cossacks singing. 

“ Giving a farewell party to a soldier, I should say,” Prokhor 
said as he drew up a pail of water. The bottle of spirit they had 
drunk the evening before had put him in the mood for a carousal, 
and so, hurriedly watering the horses, he suggested with a laugh : 

“ What d’you think, Pantalievich ; shall we go and join them ? 
Maybe a stirrup cup will fall to our lot, too. The hut’s got a reed 
thatch, but you can tell they’re rich.” 

Gregor agreed to go and see how the young cossack was being 
speeded on his way. Tying the horses to the fence, he and 
Prokhor went into the yard. Four saddled horses were standing 
by circular mangers under the eaves of a shed. A lad with an 
iron measure filled to the brim with oats came out of the granary. 
Fie glanced at Gregor and went to the whinneying horses. A 
song came floating round the corner of the hut. A high, vibrating 
tenor was singing : 

As along the path they went, 

Not a man on foot, , . . 

A thick, smoky bass voice repeated the last words and blended 
with the tenor, then further voices joined in harmony and the 
song flowed on majestically, expansively and mournfully. Gregor 
did not want to interrupt the singers, so he touched Prokhor’s 
sleeve and whispered : 

“Wait a bit, don’t let them see you. Let them finish.” 

“ It isn’t a send-off. The Yelanska cossacks always sing like 
that. But they can sing, the devils I ” Prokhor remarked approv- 
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ingly and spat with annoyance : it looked as though his expect¬ 
ations of a drink would go unrealized. 

The pleasant tenor told to the end the story of the cossack who 
made a mistake during a war : 

Nor foot nor horse*s trace was to be seen. 

The cossack regiment marched along the road. 

Behind the regime^it ran a spirited horse. 

A Circassian saddle had slipped to his side. 

And the bridle hung over his right car. 

The silken reins were tangled in his feet. 

Behind him ran a youthful Don cossack. 

And to his faithful steed he shouted loud ; 

‘ Stop^ wait a hit, my spirited, faithful horse, 

Do not abandon me, for without you 

Never shall 1 escape from the wicked Chechens. . . 

Entranced by the singing, Gregor stood leaning against the 
whitewashed base of the hut, hearing neither the horses’ neigh¬ 
ing, nor the creak of wagons passing along the street. 

When the song ended, one of the singers coughed and said : 

“We didn’t sing like that when we were taken up. Never 
mind, we do our best. But you ought to give the soldiers some¬ 
thing more for the road, women. We’ve eaten well, Christ be 
thanked ; but we haven’t got a bite or sup to take with us for the 
road. . . .” 

Gregor roused himself from his reverie and walked round the 
corner. Four young cossacks were sitting on the bottom step 
below the door ; women, old women and children who had come 
running from the neighbouring huts surrounded them in a dense 
crowd. Sobbing and snuffling, the audience wiped away their 
tears with the ends of their kerchiefs. As Gregor went up to 
the steps one old woman, tall and black-eyed, with the traces of 
a stern, icon-like beauty on her withered face, was saying in 
a slow drawl : 

“ My dears I How beautifully and how sorrowfully you sing ! 
And I expect every one of you has got a mother, and I expect, 
when she thinks of her son and how he’s perishing at the war, she 
streams with tears.” Flashing the yellow whites of her eyes at 
Gregor as he greeted the crowd, she suddenly said angrily : 
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“ And you, your Excellency, are you leading such flowers to their 
death ? You’re causing them to perish at the war ! ” 

“We’re perishing ourselves, old woman,” Gregor answered 
moodily. 

Discountenanced by the arrival of a strange ofiicer, the cossacks 
nimbly jumped up. With their feet they pushed aside the plates 
with remnants of food on the steps, and tidied their tunics, rifle- 
straps and belts. They had been singing without even removing 
the rifles from their shoulders. The very oldest of them did not 
appear to be more than twenty-five years. 

“ Where are you from ? ” Gregor asked, running his eyes over 
the men’s fresh, youthful faces. 

“ From a regiment . . .” a snub-nosed youngster with humor¬ 
ous eyes answered irresolutely. 

“ I mean, where were you born, what is your native district ? 
You’re not local men, are you ? ” 

“ We’re Yelanska men. We’re going on furlough, your 
Excellency.” 

Gregor recognized the solo singer by his voice, and smiled as 
he asked : 

“You were the soloist, weren’t you ? ” 

“Yes.” 

“ Well, you’ve got a fine voice. But what vrere you singing 
for } For joy ? You don’t look to be drunk ! ” 

A tall, fair youngster with a dashing, dusty forelock, a deep 
flush on his swarthy cheeks, glanced sidelong at the old woman 
and reluctantly answered with an embarrassed smile : 

“ What joy d’you think we’ve got ? Need is what makes us 
sing. Life isn’t too good in these parts, they don’t feed you too 
well—just a hunk of bread, and that’s all. And so we hit upon 
the idea of singing. As soon as we start all the women come 
running to listen ; we strike up some sad song, and they’re 
touched, and bring a piece of fat, or a pipkin of milk, or something 
else that’s good to eat. . . .” 

“ We’re sort of priests, captain ! We sing and collect alms ! ” 
said the soloist, winking at his comrades. His humorous eyes 
narrowed in a smile. 

One of the cossacks took a greasy paper out of his breast pocket, 
and held it out to Gregor, saying : 
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“ Here's our furlough paper." 

“ What do I want it for ? " 

“You might think we were deserting. . . 

“You can show it when you fall in v;ith a punitive detach¬ 
ment," Gregor said with some annoyance. But none the less, 
before leaving them he advised them : “ Ride at night, and put 
up somewhere each day. Your paper’s useless ; see you don’t 
come a cropper with it. Is it stamped ? ’’ 

“ Our squadron hasn’t got a stamp." 

“ Well, you take my advice if you don’t want to be thrashed 
with ramrods by the Kalmyks." 


§ 3 § 

Some three miles outside the village, perhaps three hundred 
yards from a small wood which reached to the edge of the road, 
Gregor again saw two horsemen riding towards him. They 
halted and stood gazing for a moment, then turned sharply into 
the wood. 

“ They haven’t got any papers," Prokhor opined. “ Did you 
see the way they turned off into the trees ? They’re deserting 
even in the daytime now, the devils ! " 

During the day several other men turned off the road and 
hurried to hide when they saw Gregor and Prokhor. One 
elderly cossack on foot, stealthily making his way homeward, 
plunged into a field of sunflowers and crouched down like a hare 
on the edge of the field. As they rode past him Prokhor rose 
in his stirrups and shouted : 

“ Hey, countryman, that’s not the way to hide ! You’ve 
hidden your head, but you’re showing your arse 1 " And with 
a pretence of fury he shouted : “ Well, out you come ! Let’s see 
your documents ! " 

The cossack jumped up and, bending double, ran off through 
the sunflowers. Prokhor laughed uproariously, and was about 
to touch up his horse to chase the man. But Gregor halted him : 

“ Don’t play the fool I Let him go to the devil ; he’ll go on 
running until he’s broken-winded. And he’ll die of fright. . . ." 

“ You’re all wrong ! You couldn’t catch that man with 
Borzois ! He won’t stop galloping for a good ten miles. Did 
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you see the way he tore through the sunflowers ? Where does 
a man get all that energy from at such times, Fd like to know/^ 
He expressed some decidedly disapproving opinions about 
deserters ‘generally, and remarked : 

The way they ride ! Just like wolves ! How did they get 
away, tell me ? You look out, Pantalievich, or before long you 
and I will be holding the front on our own/' 

The closer they drew to the front, the more Gregor saw signs 
of the demoralization of the Don Army. That demoralization 
had set in just at the moment when, reinforced by the insurgents, 
the Army had achieved its greatest successes on the northern 
front. Already its forces were hot only incapable of openihg 
a decisive offensive and smashing enemy resistance, but -would 
be unable to face any serious attack. 

In the district centres and villages where the front line reserves 
were quartered the officers were carousing incessantly ; baggage 
trams of all kinds were groaning with property looted but not 
yet despatched to the rear ; not more than sixty per cent of the 
complement was left in any of the component forces ; cossacks 
were arbitrarily going on furlough, and the Kalmyk punitive 
detachments scouring the steppe were not strong enough to hold 
up the hood of mass desertion. In the occupied villages of the 
Saratov province the cossacks were behaving like conquerors on 
foreign territory ; tliey were pillaging the population, raping 
the women, destroying the grain stocks, slaughtering the cattle. 
Reinforcements of callow youths and men over fifty were being 
drafted into the army. In the advancing companies there was 
open talk of unwillingness to fight, while the cossacks in the 
forces moving towards Voroniezh were flatly refusing to obey 
the officers. Rumour had it that instances of officers being 
murdered in the front line positions were growing frequent. 


§ 4 § 

As dusk was falling Gregor halted for the night in a small 
village not far from Balashov. A fourth reserve company of 
cossacks drawn from older conscripts and a sappers' company 
of the Taganrog regiment had occupied all the living quarters in 
the place. Gregor spent a good deal of time searching for 
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quarters. He could have passed the night in the fields, as they 
usually did ; but raifi began to fall, Prokhor was shivering in 
one of his bouts of malaria, and so they had to spend the night 
somewhere under cover. At the entrance to the village an 
armoured car which had been put out of action by a shell stood 
by a large house surrounded with poplars. As Gregor rode 
past he read the still legible inscription on its green side : “ Death 
to the white scum ! ’’ and, below it, the name : Fury ! ” 

Horses were snorting at the tether-posts in the yard, human 
voices were to be heard ; a camp fire was burning in the garden 
behind the house, smoke was drifting over the green crowns of 
the trees. Lit up by the glare, cossack figures were moving 
around the fire. The smell of burning strav/ and burnt hog’s 
bristles was carried away on the wind. 

Gregor dismounted and went into the house. 

“ Who’s the master here ? ” he asked as he went into a low- 
ceilinged room filled with people. 

“ I am. What d’you want ? ” A thick-set peasant leaning 
against the stove looked round at Gregor, but did not change his 
position. 

‘‘ Can we spend the night here ? There are two of us.’' 

We’re already as crowded as seeds in water-melons,” an 
elderly cossack lying on a bench barked in a disgruntled tone. 

“ I wouldn’t mind, but we have got rather a lot in here,” the 
master said in a deprecatory voice. 

“ We’ll find room somehow. We can’t spend the night in 
the rain, can we ” Gregor insisted. “I’ve got a sick orderly 
with me.” 

The cossack lying on the bench groaned, dropped his feet 
to the floor and, staring at Gregor, said in a different tone : 

“ Your Excellency, together with the master’s folk there are 
fourteen of us in two small rooms, and the third is occupied by 
officers.” 

“ Maybe you could fit yourself up with them somehow,” 
a second cossack with a heavy sprinkle of grey in his beard, 
a non-commissioned officer, judging by his epaulettes, said in 
a friendly tone. 

“ No, I’d rather be here. I don’t need much room. I’ll lie 
on the floor. I shan’t crowd you.” Gregor removed his great- 
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coat, brushed his hair with his palm, and sat down at the table, 
Prokhor went out to see to the horses. 

Some time later Gregor went out to the porch. A fine slanting 
rain lashed into his face. A flash of lightning lit up the spacious 
yard, the wet fence, the lustrous, gleaming foliage of the trees 
in the orchard. As he went down the steps he heard voices. 

“ The officers still drinking ? ” someone asked, striking a 
match in the porch. 

A muffled, frozen voice answered with restrained menace : 

“ They’ll drink their fill. . . . They’ll drink their fill till 
they get what’s coming to them I ” 


CHAPTER IX 

§iS 

In twelve months the Melekhov family was reduced to half 
its number. Pantaleimon was right when he remarked one day 
that death had taken a fancy to the hut. Hardly had they had 
time to bury Natalia when once more the scent of incense and 
cornflowers filled the Meleldiovs’ spacious best room. Some 
ten days after Gregor had gone back to the front Daria drowned 
herself in the Don. 

On the Saturday, after returning from the fields she went with 
Dunia to bathe. Below the kitchen gardens they undressed and 
sat a long time on the soft, trampled grass. From early morning 
Daria had been out of spirits, complaining of headache and weak¬ 
ness, and several times she had surreptitiously wept. Before 
stepping into the water Dunia gathered her hair into a knot, 
tied it up in a three-cornered kerchief and, glancing sidelong at 
Daria, said commiserately: 

“ How thin you’ve gone, Daria; your bones seem to be all 
outside your skin.” 

“ I’ll soon get better. ...” 

“ Has your headache gone ? ” 

‘‘ Yes. Well, let’s bathe, for it’s late already.” Daria was 
the first to enter the water at a run. She plunged in over her 

B 
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head and, coming up, snorting the water out of her nose and 
mouth, swam to the middle. The swift current caught her up 
and began to carry her away. 

Admiringly watching Daria as she shot forward with great 
masculine sweeps, Dunia waded in up to her waist, washed, 
wetted her breast and her sun-warmed, strong, femininely rounded 
arms. The two daughters-in-law of the Obnizovs were watering 
cabbages in a neighbouring garden. They heard Dunia laugh¬ 
ingly call to Daria : 

“ Swim back, Dashka ! Or a sheatfish will carry you off I 

Daria turned back, swam some twenty feet, then momentarily 
flung herself out of the water up to her waist, folded her arms 
behind her head, shouted : “ Good-bye, women ! and went 
to the bottom like a stone. 

Some fifteen minutes later Dunia, white-faced, dressed in only 
her underskirt, ran into the Melekhovs’ hut. 

“ Daria’s drowned, mamma 1 ” She could hardly pant the 
words out. 


§ 2 § 

Not till the following day did they recover Daria’s body with 
fishing tackle. At dawn the oldest and most experienced fisher¬ 
man in Tatarsk, Arkhip Peskovatkov, set the six ends of his 
tackle across the current below the spot where Daria had sunk, 
and later he went with Pantaleimon to check the lines. A crowd 
of children and women gathered on the bank, Dunia among 
them. When, hitching up the fourth line with his oar handle, 
Arkhip had gone some sixty feet from the bank, Dunia distinctly 
heard him say in an undertone : “ This seems like it.” 

He began to draw in the tackle more carefully, pulling with 
obvious effort on the line, which ran plumb into the depths. 
Then over by the right bank there was a glimmer of white, both 
the old men bent over the water, the boat scooped up water wfith 
its gunwales, and the muffled thump of a body hauled into the 
boat reached the ears of the silent crowd. A sudden shiver ran 
through them all. One of the women broke into a quiet sobbing. 
Christonia, who was standing a little way off, roughly shouted at 
the children : “ Now, clear out of here ! ” Through her tears 
Dunia saw Arkhip," standing at the stern, expertly and silently 
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row with one oar to the bank. The boat touched ground, crush¬ 
ing through the fine chalky shingle with a jarring scrunch. Daria 
was lying with her legs tucked up lifelessly, her cheek against the 
wet bottom. Her white body was just beginning to turn blue, 
and deep holes, the marks of the hooks, were clearly visible in 
the flesh. On her lank, swarthy calf, just below the knee, by 
the linen garter which evidently she had forgotten to remove 
before bathing, a fresh scratch was showing rosy and bleeding 
a little. The point of a hook had slipped over her leg and had 
furrowed a crooked, jagged line. Convulsively crumpling her 
apron, Dunia was the first to go up to Daria, to cover her with 
a sack ripped down the seams. With methodical haste Panta- 
leimon rolled up his trousers and pulled the boat up the bank. 
A wagon drove up a minute or two later, and Daria was carried 
to the Melekhovs’ hut. 

Mastering her fear and feeling of disgust, Dunia helped her 
mother to wash the cold body, which still retained the iciness of 
the deep Don current. There was something unfamiliar and 
stern about Daria’s slightly swollen face, the faded gleam of the 
eyes glazed by immersion in the water. Silver river sand 
sparkled in her hair, the moist threads of water-weed were 
vividly green against her cheeks, and in the outflung arms 
hanging helplessly from the bench was such terrible repose that 
as Dunia glanced at them she hurriedly fell back, amazed and 
horrified at the complete lack of resemblance between this dead 
woman and the jesting, laughing Daria who had been so much 
in love with life. Afterwards, as she recalled the stony clamminess 
of Daria’s breasts and belly, the springiness of the stiffened limbs, 
Dunia long shook convulsively and tried her utmost to forget 
it all. She was afraid the dead woman would visit her in her 
sleep at night, and for a week she slept in Ilinichna’s bed and, 
before getting in, prayed to God, asking : “ Lord, don’t let 
me dream of her ! Cover me. Lord ! ” 

If it had not been for the Obnizov women, who had heard 
Daria shout: ‘‘ Good-bye, women I ** she would have been 
buried quietly and without fuss. But when he heard of this 
last shout, which clearly indicated that Daria had intended to 
take her own life, father Vissarion resolutely declared that he 
would not bury the suicide. Pantaleimon was furious. 
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“ What d’you mean : you won’t bury her ? Is she un¬ 
baptized, or what ? ” 

“ I can’t bury suicides ; the law won’t allow it.” 

“ Then how is she to be buried, in your opinion ? Like a 
dog?” 

** In my opinion, how and where you like, except in the 
cemetery, where honest Christians are buried.” 

“ But please do have some pity ! ” Pantaleimon tried per¬ 
suasions. “ We’ve never bad such a disgrace in our family.” 

‘‘ I can’t. I’ve got great respect for you, Pantaleimon 
Prokoffievich, as an exemplary church attendant, but I can’t. 
It will be reported to the archdeacon, and I shan’t be able to 
avoid the consequences,” the priest turned obstinate. 

It was a disgrace. Pantaleimon tried every means of per¬ 
suading the pig-headed priest, promised to pay more and to 
pay in reliable Nicholas roubles, offered a yearling lamb as a 
gift. But, seeing at last that arguments were of no avail, he 
resorted to threats : 

“ I shan’t bury her outside the cemetery. She’s not some 
piece of makeweight, but my own daughter-in-law. Her hus¬ 
band fell in the struggle against the Reds and held officer’s 
rank, and you talk nonsense like that to me ! No, Father, it 
won’t come off; you’ll bury her for the sake of my respect. 
Let her lie in our best room for the time being, and I’ll inform 
the district ataman about it at once. He’ll talk to you ! ” 

Pantaleimon went out of the priest’s house without a word 
of farewell, and in his temper even slammed the door. But the 
threat was effective : half an hour later a messenger came from 
the priest to say that father Vissarion would be arriving to say 
the prayers in a minute. 

§ 3 § 

They buried Daria, as was right, in the cemetery, beside 
Piotra. When they dug the grave Pantaleimon took a fancy to 
the spot for himself. As he worked with the spade he looked 
about him and reflected that he would not find a better place, 
nor was it worth while looking for one. Over Piotra’s grave a 
recently planted poplar was rustling its tender branches, the 
oncoming autumn had already painted the leaves of its crown 
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the yellow, bitter hue of decay. Calves had trampled out a 
path through the broken fence and between the graves ; the road 
to the windmill ran past the fence; the trees planted by the 
solicitous hands of the dead's kinsfolk—maples, poplars, acacias 
and the wild-growing thorn—stood welcomingly green and 
fresh ; around them the bindweed twined exuberantly, belated 
rape showed yellow, wild oat and full-grained quitch were in ear. 
The crosses stood wound from foot to head with friendly, blue 
convolvulus. The spot was certainly cheerful, and dry. . . . 

As the old man dug the grave he threw down the spade from 
time to time, and seated himself on the damp, clayey earth, to 
smoke, to think of death. But, evidently, the times had not yet 
arrived when old people could once more die quietly in their own 
huts and rest where their own fathers and grandfathers had 
found their last shelter. 

After Daria was buried life grew still quieter in the Melekhovs' 
house. They carted the grain, threshed it, gathered a rich 
harvest from the melon plot. They expected news from Gregor, 
but nothing had been heard of him since his departure for the 
front. Ilinichna said more than once : “ The devil doesn’t even 
send greetings to his children ! His wife’s dead, and now he 
has no need of any of us. . . .” Then cossacks on active 
service began to return more and more often on visits to Tatarsk. 
The rumours spread that the cossacks had been beaten on the 
Balakhov front and were retreating towards the Don, there to 
take refuge behind the watery defence line and to act on the 
defensive until the winter. But as to what would happen in 
the winter : all the front-line men talked of that without any 
attempt at secrecy : ‘‘ When the Don freezes over the Reds will 
drive us right back to the sea.” 

Pantaleimon, zealously working at the threshing, did not 
seem to pay any particular attention to the rumours roving 
around the Don lands. But he could not remain indifferent to 
what was happening. He shouted even more frequently at 
Ilinichna and Dunia, grew more and more irritable as he heard 
that the front was drawing nearer. He not infrequently set to 
work to fashion something for the farm; but the work had 
only to go at all wrong in his hands for him to throw it down 
in a fury, and, spitting and cursing, he would rush to the thresh- 



122 THE DON FLOWS HOME TO THE SEA 

ing floor, to allow his indignation to simmer down. Dunia was 
more than once the witness of such explosions. One day he set 
to work to mend a yoke; the job did not go well, and for no 
reason whatever the furious old man snatched up an axe and 
chopped at the yoke until only splinters were left. The same 
thing occurred with a horse-collar he was mending. One even¬ 
ing by the fire he twisted a wax-end, and set to work to sew up 
the burst padding of the collar. Maybe the thread was rotten, 
or maybe the old man was too fidgety, but the thread broke 
twice in succession. That was enough : swearing horribly, 
Pantaleimon jumped up, sent his stool flying, kicked it towards 
the stove and, bellowing like a dog, tore at the leather padding 
of the collar with his teeth. Then he flung the collar to the 
floor and, hopping like a cock, started to jump on it. Hearing 
the noise, Ilinichna, who had gone to rest early, jumped out of 
bed in a fright. But, seeing what was happening, she lost her 
temper and reproached him : 

“ Have you gone mad, damn you, in your old age } What’s 
the collar done to you ? ” 

Pantaleimon gazed at his wife with frenzied eyes and roared : 

“ Shut up, you this and that! ” Snatching up a piece of the 
collar, he threw it at the old woman. 

Choking with laughter, Dunia flew like a bullet out into the 
porch. But, after raging for a while, the old man calmed down, 
asked his wife’s forgiveness for the words he had used in his 
anger, and scratched the nape of his neck for a long time as he 
stared at the fragments of the unfortunate collar, thinking out 
what they might be useful for. Such attacks of frenzy were 
repeated more than once, but, instructed by bitter experience, 
Ilinichna found a different way of intervening. The moment 
Pantaleimon began to belch out curses and smash up some 
domestic article, the old woman humbly, but loudly enough, 
remarked : 

“ Smash it up, Prokofiich I Break it up ! You and I will 
yet make money for more 1 ” And she even attempted to assist 
in the destruction. Then Pantaleimon at once simmered down, 
stared for a minute with vacant eyes at his wife, rummaged 
with trembling hands in his pockets, found his tobacco pouch 
and sat down in bewilderment somewhere out of the way to 
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smoke, to soothe his jangled nerves, inwardly cursing his explo¬ 
sive nature and reckoning up the losses he had sustained by his 
action. 

A three-months’-old pig which made its way into the enclosure 
fell a victim to his elderly, unbridled anger. He broke its 
back with a stake and, five minutes later, after slaughtering 
the animal, as he was tearing off the bristles with a nail, he looked 
guiltily, wheedlingly at Ilinichiia and said : 

‘'You know that pig was nothing but trouble. He’d have 
died in any case. They always get the plague at this time of 
year, and now we shall at least eat him, and he’d have been 
lost to us altogether. That’s true, isn’t it, old lady ? Well, 
what are you looking like a thunder-cloud for ? May he be 
triply damned, that pig ! Now if he’d been a pig, as pigs go ; 
but he was only a gammon 1 It didn’t need a stake to kill him, 
snot would have done it! And what a one he was for poking 
his snout into places I He’d routed up a good forty roots of 
potatoes.” 

“ If he’d eaten all the potatoes in the garden there wouldn’t 
have been more than thirty roots altogether I ” Ilinichna quietly 
corrected him. 

“ Maybe ; but if there’d been forty he’d have" spoilt all the 
forty. He was like that. And thank God we’re saved from 
him, from the enemy ! ” Pantaleimon answered without thinking. 


§ 4 § 

The children grew bored after they had seen their father 
off. Occupied with the house, Ilinichna could not give them 
sufficient attention, and, left to their own devices, they played 
for hours on end somewhere in the orchard or the threshing 
floor. Mishatka vanished one day after dinner, and came back 
only at sunset. When Ilinichna asked where he had been, the 
boy said he had been playing with other boys down by the Don. 
But Poliushka at once gave him away : 

“ He’s telling lies, granny ! He’s been to see auntie Aksinia.” 

“ But how do you know } ” Ilinichna asked, unpleasantly 
surprised by the news. 

“ I saw him climb across the fence from their yard.” 
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“ Is that where youVe been ? Now, speak up, child ; what 
are you going red for ? ** 

Mishatka gazed straight into his grandmother’s eyes, and 
answered : 

“ I was telling you wrong, granny. . . . It’s true I haven’t 
been down by the Don, but with auntie Aksinia.” 

“ What did you go there for ? ” 

“ She called me, and I went.” 

“ Why did you tell me you’d been with the boys ? ” 

Mishatka was dumb for a second, then he raised his eyes and 
whispered : 

“ I was afraid you’d be angry. . . . 

“ Why should I be angry with you ? No. . . . But what 
did she want you for ? What did you do there } ” 

“ Nothing. She saw me and shouted : ‘ Come here ! ’ I 
went up to her, she led me into the hut, seated me on a 
chair. ...” 

“ Well ? ” Ilinichna asked impatiently, concealing the agita¬ 
tion which was mastering her. 

“ . . . she gave me cold pancakes to eat, and then she gave 
me this.” Mishatka pulled a piece of sugar out of his pocket, 
showed it proudly and hid it in his pocket again. 

“ But what did she say to you ? Did she ask you anything ? ” 

“ She said I was to go and visit her, because she was lonely 
all by herself, and she promised to give me a treat. . . . She 
said I wasn’t to tell anyone I’d been with her. She said you’d 
be annoyed.” 

“ Did she ! ” Ilinichna uttered, panting with suppressed 
indignation. “ Well, and did she ask you anything ? ” 

“ Yes.” 

“ Then what did she ask ? Now, tell me, darling ; don’t be 
afraid.” 

“ She asked me whether I missed my daddy. I said I did. 
She also asked when he would be coming back and what news 
there was of him, but I said I didn’t know, and that he was 
fighting at the war. Then she seated me on her knee and told 
me a fairy story.” Mishatka’s eyes glittered, and he smiled : 
“ It was a nice story 1 About someone called Vania, and how 
swan-geese carried him on their wings, and about Baba Yaga.” 
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Ilinichna pursed up her lips as she listened to Mishatka’s 
confession. At the end she said sternly : 

“ You’re not to go there any more, grandson, it isn’t good. 
And don’t take any presents from her, you’d better not, or your 
grandfather will hear of it and give you a whipping. God 
grant grandfather doesn’t find out, for he’d flay the skin off you. 
Don’t go again, dear child 1 ” 

But, despite the strict prohibition, two days later Mishatka 
visited the Astakhovs’ hut again. Ilinichna found out about 
it when she saw Mishatka’s shirt: the torn sleeve which she 
had not time to mend in the morning was darned perfectly, 
and a little new mother-of-pearl button showed white on the 
collar. Knowing Dunia had been busy with the threshing and 
could not find time during the day to mend the children’s clothes, 
Ilinichna reproachfully asked : 

Visited the neighbours again ? ” 

“ Yes ! ” Mishatka said in his confusion, and at once added : 

“ I shan’t any more, granny; only don’t be upset with me.” 
Ilinichna decided to have a talk with Aksinia and to tell her 
flatly that she was to leave Mishatka in peace, and not to wheedle 
herself into his favour either with presents or by telling stories. 

‘ She’s driven Natalia off this earth, and now the devil’s trying 
to worm her way into the children’s good books, so as to entangle 
Gregor through them. What a snake ! Aiming at being my 
daughter-in-law with her own husband still alive ! Only, noth¬ 
ing will come of it. And besides, would Gregor ever take her 
after such a sin ? ’ the old woman thought. 

Her penetrating and jealous motherly eyes had not over¬ 
looked the circumstance that when Gregor was at home he 
had avoided meeting Aksinia. She realized that he had done 
so not out of fear of people’s reproaches, but because he regarded 
Aksinia as guilty of his wife’s death. Secretly Ilinichna hoped 
that Natalia’s death would part Gregor from Aksinia for all 
time, and that she would never become one of the Melekhov 
family. 

The same evening Ilinichna saw Aksinia at the landing stage 
by the Don, and called to her : 

“ Here, come over to me for a minute ; I want to have a 
talk. . . .” 
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Setting down her bucket, Aksinia calmly walked across and 
greeted Ilinichna. 

This is the point, my dear,*' Ilinichna began, gazing inter¬ 
rogatively at her neighbour’s beautiful but hated face. “ What 
are you taking other folk’s children away for ? What are you 
calling the boy to you and talking to him for ? Who asked you 
to sew up his shirt for him and give him presents ? What’s 
in your mind : that there’s no one to care for him now his 
mother’s gone ? That we can’t manage without you ? Haven’t 
you got any conscience, you with your shameless eyes ? ” 

“ But what harm have I done ? What are you annoyed about, 
grandmother ? ” Aksinia asked, flaring up. 

“ What do you mean : what harm have you done ? Have 
you any right to touch Natalia’s child, when you yourself sent 
her to her grave ? ” 

“ How can you say such a thing, grandmother ? Come to 
your senses ! Who sent her to her grave ? She laid hands on 
herself.” 

And not because of you ? ” 

** I know nothing about that.” 

” But I do,” Ilinichna cried excitedly. 

” Don’t shout, old woman; I’m not your daughter-in-law, 
for you to shout at me. I’ve got a husband to do that.” 

I can see you through and through ! I see even what 
you’re hoping for I You’re not my daughter-in-law, but you’d 
like to be 1 First you want to win over the children, then you’ll 
make up to Grishka. Isn’t that it ? ” 

” I’ve got no intention of becoming your daughter-in-law. 
Are you going mad, old woman ? I’ve got a husband still 
alive.” 

That’s just the point, that you’re trying to get away from 
a living husband in order to fasten yourself on to another ! ” 
Aksinia noticeably turned pale, and said : 

” I don’t know what you’re setting about me and abusing me 
for. I’ve never fastened myself on to anyone and never intend 
to, and what I said to your grandson . . , what harm is there 
in that ? You know full well I’ve got no children of my own, 
I’m glad to see others’ children, and so I called him. D’you 
think I loaded him down with presents ? I gave him a lump 
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of sugar, if that’s what you call presents ! And why shouldn’t I 
give him presents anyway ? You’re gabbling God knows what! ” 
You never called him into your hut when his mother was 
alive. But as soon as Natalia’s dead you suddenly grow good- 
natured.” 

‘‘ He used to visit me even when Natalia was alive ! ” Aksinia 
said with the least trace of a smile. 

” Don’t tell lies, you shameless hussy! ” 

” You ask him, and then call me liar if you like ! ” 

“ Well, I don’t care how it was; don’t you dare to call him 
into your place any more. And don’t take it into your head 
that you’re going to find favour in Gregor’s eyes that way. 
You’ll never be his wife, know that! ” 

Her face distorted with anger, Aksinia said hoarsely: 

“ Hold your tongue 1 He won’t ask you ! And don’t poke 
your nose into other people’s affairs! ” 

Ilinichna was about to make some further retort, but Aksinia 
silently turned away, went to her buckets, heaved the yoke on 
to her shoulders and, splashing water as she went, swiftly strode 
up the path. 

From that time on, if she met any of the Melekhovs she said 
not a word of greeting to them, but walked past with satanic 
pride, dilating her nostrils. But whenever she happened to see 
Mishatka alone, she timidly looked about her and, if there was 
no one near ran up to him, bent down and pressed him to her 
breast. Laughing and crying, kissing his sunburnt brow and 
sullen, black little Melekhov eyes, she whispered disconnectedly : 
” My dear little Gregorievich I My darling 1 How I’ve been 
longing for you ! Your auntie Aksinia’s a fool. . . . Ah, 
what a fool! ” Afterwards a tremulous smile long hovered on 
her lips, and her moistened eyes shone with happiness as brightly 
as those of a young girl. 




A.T THE end of August, Pantaleimon was mobilized. With 
him all the cossacks capable of bearing arms in Tatarsk also 
went off to the front. Only war-wounded, youngsters and the 
decrepit old men were left of the male population in the village. 
The mobilization affected everybody down to the last man, and 
only the obviously maimed w^ere exempted by the medical 
commissions. 

When Pantaleimon received the order from the village ataman 
to present himself at the assembly point, he hurriedly said good¬ 
bye to his old woman, his grandchildren and Dunia and, groan¬ 
ing, went down on his knees. He bowed himself twice to the 
ground and, crossing himself before the icons, said : 

“ Good-bye, my dears. It looks as though we shan’t be 
granted to see one another again ; the last hour has come. My 
command to you is ; thresh the grain both day and night, try 
to get it finished before the rains set in. If necessary hire a 
man to help you. If I don’t come back by the autumn, carry 
on without me ; plough up the autumn fields as much as you’ve 
got strength for, and sow rye, at least a couple of acres of it. 
Watch out, old woman, and carry on the work properly, don’t 
let your hands drop ! Whether Gregor and I return, or whether 
we don’t, you’ll need grain most of all. War is war, but it’s a 
miserable life without bread, too. Well, God preserve you ! ” 

Ilinichna accompanied her husband to the square, watched 
for the last time as he limped along at Christonia’s side, hurrying 
after the wagon, then wiped her swollen eyes with her apron 
and made her way home without one look back. A heap of 
half-threshed wheat was awaiting her on the threshing floor, 
milk was standing on the stove, the children had not had any 
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food since the morning, the old woman had a great many things 
to attend to. And she hurried home without stopping, silently 
bowing to the few women she passed, not entering into talk, 
and only nodding affirmatively when one of her acquaintances 
asked her commiserately : “ Seen the soldier off, then ? 


§ 2 § 

Several days later Ilinichna milked the cows at dawn, then 
drove them out into the lane and was about to return to the 
yard, when a muffled, oppressive thunder reached her ears. 
Looking around, she could not see even one little cloud in the 
sky. After a brief interval the thunder was repeated. 

“ D’you hear that music, old woman ? the old cowherd 
assembling the cows asked her. 

“ What music ? ” 

“ Why, all that bass music.'’ 

‘‘ I can hear it all right, but I don't rightly know what it, 
can be." 

“ You’ll know soon enough. When it starts coming from 
that direction right over the village, you’ll know at once ! That’s 
gunfire. They’re shaking the guts out of our old men. ...” 

Ilinichna crossed herself and silently went through the wicket- 
gate. 

The gunfire sounded incessantly for four days. It was 
especially loud in the dawns and dusks. But when a north¬ 
easterly wind blew, the thunder of the distant battles could 
be heard in the middle of the day also. On the threshing floors 
the work came to a halt for a moment, the women crossed 
themselves and sighed deeply, recalling their dear ones, whisper¬ 
ing prayers. Then the stone rollers again rumbled muffledly 
on the threshing floors, the driver boys urged on the horses 
and bullocks, the day of toil entered upon its indefeasible rights. 


§ 3 § 

The end of August was fine and amazingly dry. The wind 
carried the chaff dust through the village, a sweet scent of 
threshed, rusty straw hung everywhere, the sun burned 
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mercilessly, but the approach of the imminent autumn made 
itself felt in everything. The faded, dove-grey wormwood 
showed dimly white over the pasturage, the crowns of the 
poplars beyond the Don turned yellow, the scent of the autumn 
apples in the orchards grew keener, the distant horizons turned 
autumnally clear, and the first flocks of migrating cranes were 
seen on the harvested fields. 

Baggage trains carrying military stores to the Don crossings 
rolled along the Hetman’s Highway from west to east; refugees 
arrived in the Donside hamlets. They told that the cossacks 
were making a fighting retreat; some of them declared that 
this retreat was being carried out deliberately, in order to lure 
on the Reds, with the intention of surrounding and annihilating 
them. Some of the Tatarsk people began quietly to make ready 
for flight. They fed up their bullocks and horses, buried grain 
and chests filled with their most precious possessions in pits 
by night. The gunfire, which had died away on September 5 th, 
was renewed with greater intensity, and now sounded distinct 
and menacing. The fighting was taking place some twenty-five 
miles beyond the Don, north-east from Tatarsk. A day later 
gunfire could be heard rolling upstream from the west also. 
The front was steadily drawing nearer the river. 

Hearing that the majority of the villagers were preparing 
to leave, Ilinichna suggested to Dunia that they also should 
go. She felt bewildered and perplexed, and did not know 
what to do about the farm, the house ; whether they should 
abandon it all and drive off with the others, or should remain 
at home. Before his departure for the front Pantaleimon had 
talked about the threshing, about ploughing, about the cattle ; 
but he had not said one word indicating what they were to do 
if the front came near Tatarsk. In the end Ilinichna decided 
to send Dunia and the children together with their most valuable 
possessions, with one of the villagers, and to remain behind 
herself, even if the Reds occupied the village. 

§ 4 § 

During the night of September 17 th Pantaleimon unexpectedly 
arrived home. He had come on foot from close to Kazanska 
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district centre, and was worn out and ill-tempered. After 
resting for half an hour, he sat down at the table and began 
to eat as Ilinichna had never seen him eat before in all their 
life together. He threw a good half-bucketful of thin cabbage 
soup down his throat, then fell upon some millet porridge. 
Ilinichna clapped her hands in astonishment. 

“ Lord, the way you’re eating, Prokoffich ! Fd say you’d had 
nothing to eat for three days 1 ” 

“ Well, and do you think I have, you old fool ? It’s exactly 
three days since I last had a bite between my teeth.” 

“ Why, don’t they feed you in the army, then ? ” 

“ May the devils feed them like it! ” Pantaleimon answered, 
purring like a cat, his mouth crammed to the lips. ‘‘ Whatever 
you can get hold of, you guzzle; but I haven’t learnt to steal 
yet. That’s all very well for the youngsters, they’ve got no 
conscience. Through this accursed war, they’ve got their 
hands so used to filching that I was aghast; but at last I got 
over it. They pinch everything they see, and drag it off. . . . 
It’s not war, but a scourge of God ! ” 

‘‘You’d better not eat your fill at one go. Something 
might happen to you. Look how you’ve swollen up, just like 
a spider.” 

‘‘ Hold your tongue I Bring me some milk, and some more 
bread.” 

Ilinichna burst into tears as she watched her famished 
husband. 

“ Are you back for good ? ” she asked when at length he 
leaned back from his plate. 

“ We’ll see . . .” he answered evasively. 

” I suppose they’ve let you old men go home ? ” 

‘‘ They haven’t let anybody go home. How can they, 
when the Reds are pushing towards the Don ? I just 
cleared out.” 

” But won’t you have to answer for it ? ” Ilinichna asked 
fearfully. 

“ If they catch me I may have to.” 

“ Why, are you going to bury yourself then ? ” 

“ And were you thinking I’d go visiting friends or seeing 
the sights ? Pah, you stupid blockhead 1 ” Pantaleimon 
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spat in his annoyance; but the old woman did not stop 
pestering : 

“ Oh, what a sin I As if we hadn’t enough sorrow, now they’ll 
arrest you. ...” 

Well, and it may be better to sit in prison than go dragging 
over the steppe with a rifle,” Pantaleimon said wearily. “I’m 
no youngster to go marching twenty-five miles in the day, to 
dig trenches, to attack at the double, and to crawl along the 
ground, and bury myself away from the bullets. The devil 
can bury himself from them I A bullet caught a comrade of 
mine from Krivaya Rechka right under the left shoulder blade, 
and he didn’t even kick out his legs once. You don’t get much 
pleasure out of such things ! ” 

The old man carried his rifle and wallet of cartridges out¬ 
side and hid them in the chaff-shed. But when Ilinichna 
asked where his fur coat was he answered moodily and 
reluctantly : 

“ I’ve worn it out, or, to be more exact, I threw it away. 
Beyond Shumilinsk they pressed on us so hard that everybody 
dropped everything and ran like mad. There was no time to 
worry about coats then, . . . Some men had sheepskins, and 
they threw even them off. And what the devil have you thought 
of the coat for ? Now if it had been a good one : but it wasn’t 
fit for a beggar.” 

In reality the coat had been a good new one, but anything 
the old man had had to abandon was always no good at ail, so 
he said. It was the way he had of consoling himself. Ilinichna 
knew that, and so she did not bother to argue about the quality 
of the coat. 

In a family council that night they decided that Ilinichna 
and Pantaleimon would remain at home with the children until 
the last moment, to look after their possessions and to bury the 
grain that had been threshed, while Dunia would drive off with 
the yoke of old bullocks and the family chests to relations in the 
hamlet of Latyshev, on the Chira. 

This plan was not destined to be carried out in its entirety. 
They saw Dunia off next morning, but at noon a punitive de¬ 
tachment of Kalmyk cossacks rode into Tatarsk. One of the 
Tatarsk villagers must have seen Pantaleimon making his way 
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home, for an hour after their arrival, the Kalmyks galloped up 
to the Melekhov yard. Catching sight of the horsemen, Pan^ 
taleimon scrambled up into the loft with extraordinary speed 
and agility. Ilinichna went out to meet the guests. 

“ Where’s your old man ? ” an elderly well-built Kalmyk 
with sergeant’s stripes asked, dismounting and pushing past 
Ilinichna through the wicket-gate. 

“ At the front. Where else should he be ” Ilinichna 
answered roughly. 

“ Lead us to your house ; we are going to search it.” 

“ What for ” 

“To look for your old man. Ah, shame on you ! An old 
woman like you, and telling lies ! ” I’he youthful-looking ser¬ 
geant shook his head reproachfully and bared his white, close-set 
teeth. 

“ Don’t you grin like that, you unchristened one ! I said he’s 
not here, and that means he’s not here ! ” 

“ Drop your joking, and lead us to your house. If you don’t, 
we’ll go by ourselves,” the offended Kalmyk said sternly. He 
resolutely strode towards the porch, setting his out-turned feet 
wide apart. 

They carefully searched the rooms, talked among themselves 
in Kalmyk, then two went off to look in the back yard, while 
one, short and swarthy, almost black, with a pock-marked face 
and snub nose, pulled up his broad-striped trousers and went 
into the porch. Through the wide-open door Ilinichna saw 
the Kalmyk jump, grip the cross beam with his hands and 
dexterously draw himself up. Five minutes later he nimbly 
jumped down again, and behind him, groaning, smothered with 
clay, a spider-web entangled in his beard, Pantaleimon carefully 
clambered down. Looking at the old woman, who was standing 
with lips tightly pressed together, he said : 

“ So they’ve found me, damn them ! Someone must have 
told them. ...” 

He was taken under escort to the district centre of Kargin, 
where the field courts-martial were being held. Ilinichna wept 
a little and, listening to the renewed gunfire and the clearly 
audible rattle of machine-guns beyond the Don, went into the 
granary to hide at least a little of the grain. 
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§ 5 § 

Fourteen captured deserters were awaiting trial. The trial 
was brief and merciless. The elderly captain who was president 
of the court asked the accused his name, his regiment, and 
found out how long he had been a deserter. Then he exchanged 
a few words in an undertone with the other members—a 
lieutenant who had lost one arm, and a bearded and puffy- 
faced sergeant out to curry favour—and announced the sen¬ 
tence. The majority of the deserters were sentenced to corporal 
punishment with the birch, the sentence being carried out by 
Kalmyks in an uninhabited house set apart specially for this 
purpose. Desertion had grown too extensive in the militant 
Don Army to allow of open and public birching, as in 
1918. 

Pantaleimon was the sixth to be called before the court. 
Agitated and pale, he stood in front of the judges’ table, his 
hands down his trouser seams. 

“ Your surname ? ” the captain asked, not looking at the 
accused. 

“ Melekhov, your Excellency.” 

“ Your Christian name, and patronymic ? ” 

** Pantaleimon Prokofhev, your Excellency.” 

The captain raised his eyes from his papers, and looked fixedly 
at the old man. 

“ Where are you from ? '* he asked. 

“ From Tatarsk village in Vieshenska district, your 
Excellency.” 

“ You’re not the father of squadron commander Gregor 
Melekhov, are you ? ” 

“ Yes, your Excellency.” Pantaleimon at once recovered his 
spirits, feeling that, so to speak, the birch was drawing farther 
away from his aged body. 

“ Listen ! Aren’t you ashamed of yourself ? ” the captain 
asked, not shifting his prickly eyes from Pantaleimon’s sunken 
face. 

At that the old man, breaking all the regulations, laid his 
left hand on his chest and said in a weeping tone : 

‘‘ Your Excellency ! Captain 1 Make me say prayers to God 
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for you for the rest of my life ! Don’t sentence me to be whipped. 
I had two married sons. . . . The elder one was killed by the 
Reds. ... IVe got grand-children, and is it necessary to 
whip such a broken-down old man as I ? ” 

‘‘ We have to teach old men also how to serve. Did you 
think you’d be awarded crosses for running away from the 
forces ? ” the one-armed lieutenant interrupted him. The 
corners of his mouth twitched nervously. 

What do I want a cross for ? . . . Send me to my regiment 
and I shall serve in faith and truth. ... I don’t myself know 
how I came to run away ; the unclean spirit must have taken 
hold of me.” Pantaleimon went muttering on about the un¬ 
threshed grain, about his lameness, the neglected farm. But 
with a gesture the captain reduced him to silence, then bent 
over to the lieutenant and whispered into his ear. The lieutenant 
nodded, and the captain turned to Pantaleimon : 

Good ! Have you said all you want to say ? I know your 
son, and I am astonished that he has got such a father. When 
did you desert from the forces ? A week ago ? Well, and do 
you want the Reds to occupy your village and to flay the skin 
oft' you ? Is that the sort of example you show the young 
cossacks ? By law we ought to condemn you and sentence you 
to corporal punishment ; but out of respect for your son’s rank 
as an officer I spare you that disgrace. Were you a non-com¬ 
missioned officer ? ” 

“Yes, your Excellency.” 

“ What rank ? ” 

“ I was a corporal, your Excellency.” 

“ Reduced to the ranks ! ” The captain raised his voice, 
and roughly ordered : “ Report to your regiment at once I 
Inform your company commander that by decision of the 
field court-martial you are deprived of the rank of corporal. 
Did you have any awards for this or previous wars ? . . . 
Off with you ! ” 

Beside himself with joy, Pantaleimon went out, crossed 
himself as he faced the church cupola and, striking across the 
trackless hills . . . made his way home. ‘ Well, this time I 
shan’t bury myself like that! It’ll take devils themselves to 
find me ; they can send three companies of Kalmyks to look 
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for me ! ’ he thought as he limped across the stubble-field, over¬ 
grown with meadow grass. 

Out on the steppe he decided that it would be better to go 
along the road, in order not to attract the attention of people 
riding by. “ They’d be bound to thinlc I was a deserter. I 
might run into soldiers, and they’d lay on the whip without 
trying me first,” he deliberated aloud, turning off the ploughed 
lands on to a neglected summer track overgrown with plantain, 
and already no longer thinking of himself as a deserter. 

The closer he drew to the Don, the more frequently he fell 
in with refugees’ wagons. The scenes which had occurred in 
the spring during the insurgents’ retreat to the left bank of the 
river were now being repeated. Wagons and brichlcas loaded 
with household treasures, and droves of bellowing cattle like 
cavalry on the march, stretched in all directions over the steppe ; 
flocks of sheep raised clouds of dust. The creaking of wheels, 
the neighing of horses, human shouts, the trample of innumerable 
hoofs, the bleating of sheep, children’s weeping, filled the tranquil 
expanses of the steppe with incessant and disturbing noise. 

“ Where are you off to, grand-dad } Go back, the Reds are 
right behind us ! ” a cossack with bandaged head shouted from 
a passing wagon. 

“ Fine talk ! Where are the Reds ? ” Pantaleimon halted in 
consternation. 

“ On the farther side of the Don. They’re getting near 
Vieshenska. Are you going over to them ? ” 

Reassured on hearing that the river was between him and the 
Reds, Pantaleimon continued his journey and, towards evening, 
drew near to Tatarsk. As he dropped down from the hill he 
carefully examined the terrain. The village amazed him by its 
deserted look. Not a soul was to be seen in the streets. Neither 
human voices were to be heard, nor the lowing of cattle ; but 
down by the river itself people were scurrying about actively. 
As he drew nearer, Pantaleimon had no difficulty in recognizing 
that they were armed cossacks drawing up barges and carrying 
them into the village. Tatarsk was completely abandoned by 
its inhabitants, Pantaleimon could see that clearly. Cautiously 
turning into his side lane, he strode towards the hut. Ilinichna 
and the grand-children were sitting in the kitchen. 
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“ Why, here’s grand-dad ! ” Mishatka cried out in delight 
flinging his arms around the old man’s neck. 

Ilinichna burst into tears of joy, and said through her 
tears : 

‘‘ I never hoped to see you again ! Well, Prokoffich, it’s as 
you wish, but I’m not willing to stay here any longer. Let 
everything be burnt to the ground, but I’m not going to watch 
over an empty hut. Almost evei^^body else has left the village ; 
but here am I sitting with the children like a fool. Harness 
up the mare at once, and let’s ride wherever we can. Have 
they let you go ? ” 

‘‘Yes.” 

“ For good ” 

“ For good, so long as they don’t catch me ! ” 

“ Well, you can’t hide here. This morning, when the Reds 
were firing from the opposite bank it w’as terrible. I took the 
children down into the cellar so long as it went on. But now 
they’ve been driven off. Some cossacks came and asked for 
milk and advised us to clear out of here.” 

“ Cossacks ? They’re not our villagers, then } ” Pantaleimon 
asked with interest, closely examining a fresh bullet hole in the 
window-frame. 

“ No, they’re strangers ; from the Khopra, I think.” 

“ Then we’ve got to go,” Pantaleimon said with a sigh. 

Late in the afternoon he dug a hole under the dung-fuel 
heap, rolled seven sacks of wheat into it, carefully filled it up 
and piled dung-fuel bricks over it. As soon as dusk fell he 
harnessed the mare into the wagonette, put tw^o sheepskin coats, 
a sack of flour, millet, and a bound sheep in it, tied both cows 
to the back and, seating Ilinichna and the children on the sacks, 
said : 

“ Well, and now God be with us 1 ” He drove out of the 
yard, handed the reins to his old wife, closed the gates, and as 
far as the hills strode along beside the wagonette, sniffing and 
wiping the tears aw^ay with his coat sleeve. 



CHAPTER II 


§ I § 

For two and a half weeks Pantaleimon lived safely with his 
family in the little village of Latyshev. Then he heard that the 
Reds had fallen back from the Don, and made ready to drive 
home. 

Some three miles outside Tatarsk he climbed down with a 
resolute air from the wagon, and said: 

I can’t stand any more of this footpace ! And with those 
damned cows you can’t go at a trot! What the devil did we 
drive them with us for ? Dunia, halt your bullocks ! Tie the 
cows to your wagon, and I’ll trot off home. Maybe there’s only 
ashes left of our hut.” 

Urged on by the greatest impatience, he transferred the 
children from his wagonette to Dunia’s spacious wagon, put 
all the surplus load into it also, and, with a lighter wagonette, 
rattled over the humpy road at a trot. The mare sweated even 
during the first two miles ; never had her master treated her 
so mercilessly. He did not let the knout out of his hands, but 
incessantly whipped her on. 

You’ll overdrive the mare ! What are you galloping along 
like an infidel for ? ” said Ilinichna, clinging to the ribs of the 
wagonette, painfully knitting her brows as she was violently 
jolted about. 

** In any case she won’t come to my grave to weep. . . . 
Now ! You devil! Sweating like that! Maybe there’s only 
stumps left of our hut ...” Pantaleimon said through clenched 
teeth. 

His fears proved unfounded : the hut stood whole. But 
almost all its windows were broken out, the door had been torn 
from its hinges, the walls were pitted with bullets. Everything 
in the yard had a look of neglect and desolation. One corner 
of the stable had been carried away by a shell; a second shell 
had dug a shallow crater close to the well, smashing the frame 
and breaking the well crane into two. The war from which 
Pantaleimon had fled had itself come to his home, leaving behind 
it the hideous traces of its destruction. But still greater damage 
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had been done to the farm by the Khopersk cossacks who had 
been quartered in Tatarsk. In the cattle yard they had thrown 
down the fences and had dug trenches to the depth of a man’s 
height. To avoid extra work they had taken a granary wall to 
pieces and had used the beams as flooring for the trenches ; 
they had scattered stones from the stone wall when making a 
loophole for a machine-gun ; they had got rid of half a stack of 
hay, recklessly feeding it to their horses ; they had set fire to 
the wattle-fences and had made a mess of the outdoor-kitchen 
stove. 

When he had surveyed the house and the yard buildings 
Pantaleimon clutched his head. This time his usual habit of 
depreciating his losses forsook him. Damn it, he couldn’t say 
that all he had lost had cost him nothing and was good only for 
straw ! A granary was not a coat, and it had cost no small sum 
to build. 

“It’s just as though it had never been a granary,” Ilinichna 
said with a sigh. 

“ And it was a granary, too! . . .” Pantaleimon said 
energetically. But he did not finish his sentence ; he waved his 
hand and went into the threshing floor. 

The pockmarked walls of the house, mutilated with bullets 
and fragments of shell, looked forbidding and neglected. The 
wind was whistling through the rooms, dust lay thickly on the 
tables and benches. It would take much time to put everything 
in order again. 

The very next day Pantaleimon rode on horseback to 
Vieshenska and, after some trouble, wheedled out of his medical 
friend a document certifying that owing to his leg trouble the 
cossack Pantaleimon Prokoffievich Melekhov was incapable of 
walking and needed a course of treatment. This certificate 
saved the old man from being sent back to the front. He 
presented it to the ataman, and, whenever he went to the village 
administration, to make his case look more convincing he leaned 
heavily on his stick, limping on each leg in turn. 

Never before had life in Tatarsk involved so much bustle 
and disorder as after that return from the retreat. People went 
from yard to yard identifying their possessions, which had been 
scattered about by the Khopersk cossacks. They wandered 
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over the steppe and through the ravines in search of cows sep¬ 
arated from the herd. The very first day Tatarsk came under 
artillery fire a flock of three hundred sheep had vanished alto¬ 
gether from the upper end of the village. According to the 
shepherd one.of the shells had burst just in front of the grazing 
flock, and the sheep, waving their thick tails, had torn off into the 
steppe in terror and had vanished. They were found some 
twenty-five miles away, a week after the inhabitants had returned 
to their deserted village. But when they were driven back and 
sorted out it appeared that half the flock were strange sheep, 
with an unknown clip in their ears, while more than fifty of 
the Tatarsk sheep were missing. A sewing-machine belonging 
to the Bogatirievs was found in the Melekhovs’ garden, while 
Pantaleimon discovered the sheet-iron roof of his granary on 
Anikushka’s threshing floor. The same sort of thing had 
happened in all the neighbouring villages. And for a long time 
the inhabitants of near and far villages of the Donside area came 
visiting Tatarsk, and for a long time afterwards the questions 
were being asked : ‘‘You haven’t seen a cow, red, with a bald 
patch on her forehead, the left horn broken short ? ” “A 
yearling bull, a dun, hasn’t happened to wander into your 
village, by any chance ? ” 

Without doubt more than one yearling bull had been boiled 
in the cossack squadrons’ cauldrons and cooked in the field 
kitchens. But, spurred on by hope, the owners went striding 
across the steppe until they were convinced that they would 
never find all they had lost. 


§ 2 § 

Now he was released from service, Pantaleimon energetically 
put the outbuildings and the fencing in order. Stacks of grain 
still unthreshed were piled on the threshing floor, the gluttonous 
mice went burrowing through them, but the old man did not 
set his hand to the threshing. How could he, when the farm 
stood unfenced, there was no sign of a granary, and everything 
on the farm bore the shameful stigma of disorder ? In addition, 
bad weather set in with the autumn, and there was no chance of 
getting on with the threshing. 
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Dunia and Ilinichna replastered and whitewashed the hut, 
and helped Pantaleimon to erect a temporary fencing and to 
do other jobs. Somehow or other they got hold of glass, reglazed 
the windows, cleaned up the summer kitchen, the well. The 
old man himself went down the well and, evidently, caught a 
cold down there, for he went coughing and sneezing with his 
shirt wet with sweat for a week. But he had only to drink a 
couple of bottles of home-made vodka at one sitting, then to lie 
a while on the hot stove, for his malady to vanish as though 
suddenly taken from him. 

There was still no news from Gregor, and only at the end of 
October did Pantaleimon learn by chance that he was quite 
well and with his regiment somewhere in Voroniezh province. 
He gleaned this information from a wounded cossack of Gregor's 
regiment, who passed through the village. The old man cheered 
up mightily, and in his joy drank his last bottle of medicinal 
vodka distilled from red pepper. Afterward he was talkative 
all day, and as proud as a young cock. He halted every passer-by 
to tell them: 

Have you heard the news ? Our Gregor's captured 
Voroniezh. We’ve had a rumour that he’s been raised in 
rank and is now commanding a division again, or possibly 
an army corps. You'd go a long way to find such warriors 
as him ! You know yourself. ..." So the old man spun 
his yarns, feeling an invincible necessity to share his joy, to 
brag. 

“ Your son’s a hero,” the villagers told him. 

Pantaleimon winked happily. 

“ And how could he help being a hero when you know whose 
son he is ? When I was young I, too ... I say it without 
boasting, I was no worse than him 1 My leg prevents me, or 
I wouldn’t let him better me even now ! If there were more 
of us old men at the front v/e'd have taken Moscow long ago. 
But now we're marking time, we can’t manage the peasants 
anyhow. ...” 

The last person to whom Pantaleimon happened to talk 
that day was old Beskhlebnov. He came past the Melek- 
hovs' yard, and Pantaleimon did not fail to stop him 
with : 
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“ Hey, wait a bit, Filip Agievich I How are you getting on ? 
Come in for a minute, and let’s have a chat.” 

Beskhlebnov came up and greeted Pantaleimon. 

** Have you heard what a dance my Grishka’s leading me ? ” 
Pantaleimon asked. 

“ Why, what’s he been up to ? ” 

‘‘ They’ve put him in command of a division. That’s the 
chaff he’s in charge of now ! ” 

‘‘ A division ? ” 

“Yes, a division.” 

“ You don’t say ! ” 

“ But I do ! Who else should they put in command of it, 
tell me ? ” 

“ Of course.” 

Pantaleimon exultantly stared at his companion, and continued 
the conversation so dear to his heart: 

“I’ve got a son who’s the astonishment of everybody ! A 
chest full of crosses—what do you say to that ? And the times 
he’s been wounded and got contusions ! Any other man would 
have given up the ghost long ago, but it’s nothing to him, it’s 
like water on a duck’s back. No, real cossacks haven’t yet died 
out altogether in the Don lands.” 

“ You’re right, there, but somehow we don’t seem to get 
much benefit from them,” old Beskhlebnov, who was never 
noted for garrulity, repeated thoughtfully. 

“ How d’you make that out ? Look how far they’ve driven 
the Reds, right beyond Voroniezh now, and they’re getting 
near to Moscow. ...” 

“ They’re taking a long time to get near. . . .” 

‘‘ It can’t be done in a hurry, Filip Agievich. You’ve got 
to realize that in war nothing is ever done in a hurry. Hurried 
work is botched work. You’ve got to do everything little by 
little, according to the maps, according to the plans . . . accord¬ 
ing to all sorts of things. Peasants in Russia are as plentiful as 
grasshoppers, and how many of us cossacks are there ? A 
handful ! ” 

“ That’s all true, but it looks as though our men won’t be 
able to hold out for long. We must expect guests again by the 
winter, so the people are saying.” 
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** If they don*t take Moscow quickly now, then the 
Reds will be back here again. You’re right so far as that 
goes.” 

“ But do you think they’ll take Moscow ? ” 

“ They ought to ; but it’s as God wills. Surely our men 
can manage it ? The cossacks have been raised down to the 
last man, and can’t they manage it ? ” 

The devil knows ! And how about you . . . done with 
fighting now ? ” 

“I’m a fine warrior ! But if it wasn’t for this trouble with 
my leg I’d show them how to fight the enemy ! We old men 
are a sturdy lot ! ” 

“ They say the sturdy old men ran so hard from the Reds 
on. the other side of the Don that not one of them was left with 
a sheepskin. They stripped themselves of everything down to 
their skin and threw it all away. They say all the steppe 
was yellow with sheepskins, and it looked like a carpet of 
flowers.” 

Pantaleimon gave Beskhlebnov a sidelong glance, and said 
drily : 

“ In my view that’s all lies I Maybe some of them did throw 
off their clothing to make things light, but why should pepple 
go and make it out a hundred times worse than it is ? A great 
matter ... a coat, or even a sheepskin jacket ! Life is more 
precious than that ... or isn’t it, I ask ? And besides, it 
isn’t every old man that can run well in his clothes. In this 
accursed war you need to have legs like those of a Borzoi bitch. 
And take me, for instance : where am I to get legs like that ? 
And why are you so upset about it, Filip Agievich ? God 
forgive me, but what the devil is the use of them . . . the 
sheepskins, I mean ... to you ? It isn’t a question of sheep¬ 
skins, or even coats, but of smashing the enemy as much as 
possible. That’s so, isn’t it ? Well, so long ; we’ve got talk¬ 
ing, and there’s work waiting for me. Did you find your calf, 
by the way ? Still looking for it } And no news of it ? Well, 
I expect the Khopersk men ate it: may it choke them I But 
don’t you worry about the war: our men will get the better 
of the peasants 1 ” And Pantaleimon limped with an important 
air towards the steps. 
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§ 3 § 

But, evidently, it was not so easy to ‘ get the better of the 
peasants.' The last cossack offensive had not been achieved 
without losses. Only an hour later Pantaleimon's cheerful 
mood was clouded by unhappy news. As he was adzing a 
beam for the well frame he heard a woman crying and lamenting 
for the dead. The sounds came closer. Pantaleimon sent 
Dunia to investigate. 

“ Run and find out who's died,” he said, setting his axe into 
the chopping block. 

Dunia quickly returned with the news that three dead cossacks 
had been brought home from the Filonovsk front : Anikuslika, 
Christonia, and another seventeen-year-old youngster from the 
far end of the village. Dumbfounded by the news, Pantaleimon 
took off his cap and crossed himself. 

“ May the Lord take them to his kingdom ! What a fine 
cossack he was ! ” he said mournfully, thinking of Christonia, 
and recalling how recently he and Christonia had set off together 
from Tatarsk to go to the assembly point. 

He could work no longer. Anikushka’s wife was howling as 
though she were being slaughtered, and lamenting so bitterly 
that the old man’s heart sank. To get away from the heart¬ 
rending cry he went into the house and shut the door fast behind 
him. In the best room Dunia was sobbing as she told Ilinichna : 

“ I ... I looked, dear mamma, and Anikushka was almost 
without a head, it was like porridge instead of a head. Oh, it 
was horrible 1 And he stank so much you could have smelt 
him a mile away. And why they brought them home I don’t 
know ! But Christonia was lying on his back right along the 
wagon, his legs were hanging out from under his greatcoat. . . . 
He was clean and so white, so white, as though he’d been boiled. 
Only under his right eye was a little hole, very small, no bigger 
than a kopek piece, and behind his ear blood was caked.” 

Pantaleimon spat furiously, went into the yard, took the axe 
and an oar and limped off to the Don. As he went he called 
to Mishatka, who was playing close to the summer kitchen : 

“Tell your granny I’ve rowed across the river to cut down 
brushwood. D'you hear, my dear ? ” 
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§ 4 § 

In the forest beyond the Don a quiet, gracious autumn had 
settled. The dry leaves were falling with a rustle from the 
poplars. The bushes of thorn seemed wrapped in flame, and 
among their scanty leaves, the crimson berries flamed like little 
tongues of fire. The bitter, all-conquering scent of rotting oak 
bark filled the forest. Bilberries, dense and clinging, entangled 
the ground ; beneath the network of their creeping branches, 
smokily dove-blue, ripe bunches of berries hid artfully from the 
sun. In the shade dew lay on the dead grass until noonday, a 
spider-web glittered silver with its beads. Only the methodical 
tapping of the woodpecker and the twittering of the missel- 
thrushes violated the silence. 

The taciturn, severe beauty of the forest had an appeasing 
effect on Pantaleimon. He stepped quietly among the bushes, 
his feet scraping the damp coverlet of the fallen leaves, thinking: 

‘ That’s life, that is ! Only recently they were alive, and to-day 
they’re robbed of life. What a cossack’s been knocked over I 
And it seems only the other day that he came and visited us, and 
stood down by the river when we fished out Daria. Ah, Christan, 
Christan ! An enemy bullet has been found for you, too, now ! 
And Anikushka . . . ! What a cheery sort he was ! He loved 
drinking and laughing, and now he’s only a corpse ! ’ Pan¬ 
taleimon recalled Dunia’s description and, with unexpected 
clarity calling to mind Anikushka’s smiling, whiskerless, emascu¬ 
lated face, he simply could not imagine him lifeless, with shattered 
head. ‘ I did wrong to anger God by boasting about Gregor,’ 
he reproached himself, as he recalled his talk with Beskhlebnov. 

‘ Maybe Gregor himself is lying somewhere now, pecked to bits 
by bullets. God forbid and prevent that! Who would us old 
folk have left to live with then ? ’ 

A brown woodcock starting up from under a bush made 
Pantaleimon fall back in alarm. He aimlessly watched the little 
bird’s slanting, impetuous flight, then went on. By a small 
forest pool he took a fancy to several bushes of brushwood, and 
set to work to cut them down. As he worked he tried not to 
think of anything. In one year death had struck down so many 
dear ones and friends that at the very thought he was oppressed, 
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and all the world faded and seemed to be enveloped in a film of 
black. 

“ Now I must cut down that bush ! It’s good brushwood 
that! Just right for making wattle-fencing,” he talked aloud 
to himself, in order to distract himself from his gloomy thoughts. 
When he had worked long enough he removed his jacket, sat 
down on the pile of cut brushwood and, avidly drawing in the 
pungent scent of faded leaves, gazed long at the distant horizon 
merged into an azure haze, at the copses gilded with autumn, 
adorned with their last beauty. Not far off stood a maple bush. 
It was indescribably beautiful, gleaming under the cold autumnal 
sun, and its spreading branches, burdened with purple foliage, 
were unfolded like the wings of some legendary bird about to 
soar up from the earth. Pantaleimon sat long admiring it, then 
he happened to glance down at the pool, and in the translucent, 
stagnant water saw the dark backs of great carp floating so close 
to the surface that he could see their fins and their wriggling 
purple tails. Occasionally they disappeared under the green 
shields of water-lilies, then swam out again into clear water, 
darting at the wet, drowning leaves fallen from a willow. By 
autumn the pool had almost dried up, and it would not take a 
great deal of effort to catch those carp. After a little search 
Pantaleimon found a sack without a bottom to it, abandoned 
beside a neighbouring pond. He returned to the pool, removed 
his trousers and, groaning with the cold, his flesh bristling, he 
waded through the water with the sack, pressing its lower edge 
against the bottom of the pool. Then he thrust his hand inside, 
feeling sure a powerful fish would be splashing and bubbling 
in it. His labours were crowned with success : he managed to 
catch three carp, each weighing a good eight pounds. But he 
could not continue his fishing any longer, for owing to the cold 
his maimed leg began to get cramp. Satisfied with his catch, he 
wiped his legs dry, dressed, and again set to work to cut down 
brushwood, in order to get warm. All the same, he had done a 
good day’s work ! It wasn’t everybody’s luck to catch three fish 
nearly thirty pounds in weight like that ! The fishing had 
distracted his thoughts, driven away his gloomy mood. With the 
intention of returning to catch the remaining fish he carefully 
hid the sack and looked about him anxiously, to make sure no 
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one had seen him as he threw the fat, golden, almost pig-like 
carp on to the bank. Then he strung the fish on a switch, lifted 
his bundle of brushwood and unhurriedly made his way to the 
river. 

With a satisfied smile he told Ilinichna of his fisherman’s luck, 
and once more admired the ruddy copper hue of the carp. But 
Ilinichna was not ready to share his raptures. She had been to 
look at the dead men, and had come back tear-stained and 
sorrowful. 

“ Are you going to see Anikushka ? ” she asked. 

“ No, I shan’t. Haven’t I ever seen dead men before ? I’ve 
seen enough to last my lifetime.” 

You ought to go. Other folk’ll think it strange ; they’ll 
say you didn’t even call to pay your last respects.” 

‘‘ Oh, leave me alone, for Christ’s sake 1 He wasn’t godfather 
to the children, and there’s no reason why I should pay my last 
respects,” the old man snapped back furiously. 

Nor did he go to the funeral; he rowed across the river early 
in the morning and spent all day in the forest. While he was 
in the forest he heard the bell tolling and felt impelled to take 
off his cap, to cross himself. But then he grew annoyed with 
the priest: was there any sense in ringing the bell so long ? 
He could have tolled the bell and been done with it; but it 
went on ringing for a whole hour. And what good came of all 
that ringing ? It only wrenched people’s hearts and made them 
think unnecessarily of death. And as it was, in the autumn 
everything reminded you of death : the falling leaves, and the 
geese flying and crying through the azure sky, and the dead-lying 
grass. 

§ 5 § 

Despite all his attempts to spare himself any kind of painful 
experience, he was destined to suffer a new blow ere long. One 
day after dinner Dunia glanced out of the window, and said : 

“ Why, they’re bringing back yet another man killed at the 
front. His saddled charger is walking tied by the leading rein 
behind the wagon, and they’re driving ever so slowly. . . . 
One man’s driving the horses, and there’s a dead man lying 
under a greatcoaU The man driving is sitting with his bade to 
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US, and I can’t see whether he’s from our village or not. . . 
Dunia gazed fixedly, and her cheeks went whiter than linen. 
“ But it’s . . . it’s ...” she whispered incoherently, and sud¬ 
denly gave a piercing scream : “ It’s Grishka they’re bringing ! 
It’s his horse ! ” Crying, she ran out into the porch. 

Ilinichna covered her eyes with her palm and remained sitting 
at the table. Pantaleimon rose heavily from the bench and 
went towards the door, stretching out his hands before him as 
though he were blind. 

Prokhor Zykov opened the gates, glanced at Dunia as she 
ran down the steps, and said in a cheerless tone : 

” Plere’s a guest for you. . . . You weren’t expecting us, 
were you ? ” 

“ Our darling ! My darling brother ! ” Dunia groaned, wring¬ 
ing her hands. 

Only then, as he stared at her face wet with tears, at Panta¬ 
leimon standing speechless on the steps, did Prokhor think of 
saying : 

“ Don’t get alarmed, don’t get alarmed ! He’s alive. He’s 
got typhus.” 

Pantaleimon weakly leaned his back against the doorpost. 

” He’s alive ! ” Dunia shouted to him, laughing and weeping. 
‘‘ Grishka’s alive ! D’you hear ? They’ve brought him home 
ill. Go and tell mother. Well, what are you standing there 
for ? ” 

“Don’t be alarmed, Pantaleimon Prokoffich ! I’ve brought 
him back alive, but don’t ask after his health,” Prokhor hurriedly 
confirmed, as he led the horses into the yard. 

Pantaleimon took a few uncertain paces, then sank down on 
one of the steps. Dunia flew like a whirlwind past him into the 
house to reassure her mother. Prokhor halted the horses right 
by the steps, and looked at Pantaleimon. 

“ What are you sitting there for ? Fetch a hurdle, and we’ll 
carry him in.” 

The old man sat without speaking. The tears were streaming 
from his eyes, but his face was rigid, and not a muscle quivered 
on it. Twice he raised his hand to cross himself, and dropped it, 
powerless to lift it right to his forehead. Something bubbled 
and gurgled in his throat. 
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I can see youVe crazed with fear/* Prokhor said com- 
miserately. ‘‘ Why didn’t I think of sending someone on to 
warn you ? I was a fool, a real fool, and no mistake. Well, get 
up, Prokoffich, the sick man’s got to be carried in all the same. 
Where’s a rug ? Or shall we carry him in in opr arms } ” 

“ Wait a bit , , Pantaleimon said hoarsely, ‘‘ My legs 
seem to have given way. , , . I thought he was killed. Glory 
be. . . . I didn’t expect ...” He tore away the button at 
the neck of his old shirt, threw open the collar, and gulped in air 
with his gaping mouth. 

“ Get up, get up, Prokoifich! ” Prokhor hurried him. 
“ There’s nobody else but us to carry him in, is there ? ” 

With obvious effort Pantaleimon rose, went down the steps, 
threw back the greatcoat and bent over the unconscious Gregor. 
Something again began to gurgle in his throat, but he mastered 
himself and turned to Prokhor : 

“ Take hold of his legs. We’ll carry him.” 

They carried Gregor into the best room, took off his boots, 
undressed him and laid him in the bed. Dunia anxiously called 
from the kitchen : 

‘‘ Father 1 Mother’s bad. Come here ! ” 

Ilinichna was lying on the kitchen floor. Dunia was on her 
knees beside her, sprinkling water into her ashen face. 

“ Run and fetch old woman Kapitonovna, quick ! She knows 
how to let blood. Tell her your mother must have her blood 
let, tell her to bring her instruments with her,” Pantaleimon 
ordered. 

But Dunia, a girl of marriageable years, could not run through 
the village with head uncovered ; she snatched up a kerchief, 
and said as she hurriedly wrapped her head : 

The children are frightened to death. God, what a blow 
this is. . . . Look after them, father, and I’ll be off in a 
moment.” 

Possibly Dunia might even have stopped to glance into the 
mirror. But Pantaleimon, who had now recovered, looked at 
her with such a fierce expression that she fled headlong out of 
the kitchen. 

As she ran out of the wicket-gate, she saw Aksinia. There was 
not a drop of blood in Aksinia’s white face. She was standing 

F 
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leaning against the wattle-fence, her hands hanging lifelessly. 
No tears glittered in her filmy black eyes, but in them were so 
much suffering and dumb entreaty that Dunia halted for a 
second and said reluctantly, surprising herself : 

“ He*s alive, alive ! He’s got typhus.” She ran off along the 
side lane at full speed, steadying her supple, dancing breasts with 
her hands. 

From all sides inquisitive women were hurrying to the Melek- 
hovs’ yard. They saw Aksinia slowly walk away from the 
Melekhovs’ wicket-gate ; then she suddenly hastened her steps, 
bowed her head and covered her face with her hands. 


CHAPTER III 

§i§ 

Gregor was well again within a month. He first rose from 
his bed towards the end of October and, tall, as gaunt as a skeleton, 
uncertainly walked about the room and halted by the window. 

A young, thin snow showed a dazzling white on the ground 
and on the straw-thatched roofs. The tracks of sledge-runners 
were visible along the side lane. A bluish rime feathered the 
fences and trees, glittering and giving off rainbow colours under 
the rays of the setting sun. 

He stood gazing long out of the window, smiling thoughtfully, 
stroking his moustache with his bony hands. One would have 
thought he had never seen such a glorious winter before. To him 
everything seemed unusual, imbued with freshness and meaning. 
After his illness his sight seemed to have grown keener, and he 
began to discover new objects in his surroundings, to find changes 
in things which he had known for many years. 

He unexpectedly developed a far from characteristic curiosity 
and interest in everything occurring in the village and on the 
farm. Everything in his life acquired a new, secret significance, 
everything attracted his attention. He gazed at the new world 
which had been revealed to him with eyes expressing a slight 
astonishment; over his face hovered a simple, childlike smile, 
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in strange contrast to his harsh features, to the expression of his 
animal-like eyes, and softening the cruel folds at the corners of 
his lips. Occasionally he picked up and examined some object 
of domestic use which he had known since childhood, tensely 
knitting his brows and looking at it as though he were someone 
recently arrived from a strange, distant land, and seeing it all 
for the first time. Ilinichna was amazed beyond measure one 
day to find him examining a distaff from all sides. The moment 
she entered the room he stepped away from the distaff, looking 
a little sheepish. 

Dunia could not look at his bony, lanky figure without laugh¬ 
ing. He walked about the room dressed only in his underlinen, 
holding up his slipping pants with one hand, hunching his back, 
uncertainly straddling his thin, shanky legs. And when he sat 
down he was always afraid of falling, and clutched at something 
with his hand. His black hair, grown long during his illness, 
v/as falling out; his curly, grizzled forelock was lank. 

He got Dunia to help him shave his head, and when he turned 
his face to his sister she let the razor drop to the floor, clutched 
at her belly and, falling on to the bed, nearly choked with laughter. 

Gregor patiently waited for her to laugh her fill; but at last 
he could wait no longer, and said in a feeble, quivering tenor 
voice : 

“ Look out, you’re not far from sinning ! You’ll be ashamed 
afterwards, you’re a woman now, you know ! ” A hint of injury" 
sounded in his words, 

“ Oh, my brother ! My dear ! I’d better go . , , I haven’t 
the strength ! Oh, what do you look like ? Why, you’re an 
absolute scarecrow ! ” Dunia could hardly get the words out 
between her attacks of laughter. 

“I’d like to see what you’d look like after typhus ! Pick up 
the razor ! Now ! ” 

Ilinichna took up the cudgels on his behalf, saying in a vexed 
tone : 

“ And what are you neighing at, after all } You’re a fool, 
Dunia! ” 

“ But see what he looks like, mother,” Dunia said, wiping away 
her tears. “ His head’s all bumps, it’s as round as a water-melon 
and just as dark. . . . Oh I can’t any more ! ” 



IS2 THE DON FLOWS HOME TO THE SEA 

** Give me a mirror,*^ Gregor asked. 

He looked into the tiny scrap of mirror, and then himself 
laughed long and noiselessly. 

“ What did you shave your head for, son ? You’d have done 
• better to have left it as it was,” Ilinichna said discontentedly. 

“ So you think it’s better to go completely bald ? ” 

“ Well, even as you are it’s a terrible disgrace. . . 

Oh, you’re the limit! ” Gregor said angrily, whipping up 
a soapy foam with his brush. 

§ 2 § 

Unable to go outside the house, he spent much time with 
the children. He talked with them about everything, but 
avoided mentioning Natalia. But one day Poliushka nestled 
against him and asked : 

“ Daddy, won’t mummy be coming back to us ” 

“No, dear; you don’t come back from there.” 

“ From where } From the cemetery ? ” 

“You see, the dead just don’t come back.” 

“ But is she quite dead ? ” 

“ Why, what else could she be ? Of course she’s dead.” 

“ But I thought she might sometimes long for us and come 
. . .” Poliushka whispered almost inaudibly. 

“ Don’t think about her, my dear ; it’s better not to,” Gregor 
said huskily. 

“ How can I help thinking of her ? But don’t they ever come 
to see you ? Not even for a tiny bit ? Never } ” 

“ No. Now go and play with Mishatka.” Gregor turned 
away. Evidently his illness had sapped the strength of his will; 
tears appeared in his eyes, and, to hide them from the children, 
he stood a long time at the window, his face pressed to the glass. 

He did not like talking to the children about the war, but 
Mishatka was more interested in the war than in anything else 
in the world. He frequently pestered his father with questions : 
how did people fight, and what were the Reds like, and what did 
they kill them with, and what for ? Gregor’s face clouded, and 
he answered irritably: 

“ So you’re singing that same old song again ? What is it 
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worrying you for . . . this war ? Let’s talk of how we’ll catch 
fish with hooks when the summer comes. Shall I make you 
a hook ? As soon as I can get out into the yard I’ll twist you 
a line of horsehair.” 

He felt an inward shame whenever Mishatka began to talk 
about the war ; he could find no answers whatever to the child’s 
artless and simple questions. Who can say why ? Maybe it 
was because he himself had not found answers to these questions ? 
But it was not so easy to shake off Mishatka : he seemed to listen 
attentively to his father’s plans for going fishing, but afterwards 
asked again : 

“ Daddy, have you killed anybody at the war ? ” 

“ Stop plaguing me, little burr ! ” 

“ But is it terrible to kill them ? And does the blood run out 
of them when they’re killed ? Lots of blood } More than out 
of a chicken or a sheep } ” 

‘‘ I’ve told you to stop all this talk ! ” 

Mishatka was silent' for a moment, then said thought¬ 
fully : 

“ I saw grand-dad slaughter a sheep recently. I wasn’t 
afraid. . . . Just a little teeny bit, perhaps, but not at all 
really.” 

“ Drive him away ! ” Ilinichna said angrily. “ He’ll grow 
up to be another murderer. A real criminal ! All he talks about 
is the war; he doesn’t know anything else to talk about. Is it 
sensible for \ou to talk about that . . . God forgive me . . . 
accursed war, child ? Come here ! Take this pancake and 
keep quiet for a moment at least.” 

But every day the war reminded them of its existence. Cos¬ 
sacks returned from the front called to see Gregor and told 
how the generals Shkuro and Mamontov had been smashed by 
Budionny’s cavalry, of the unsuccessful battles close to Orlo, and 
the retreats which had set in on all the fronts. Two more 
Tatarsk cossacks had been killed in the fighting at Gribanovska 
and Kardaila, while Gerasim Akhvatkin had been brought home 
wounded, and Dmitry Goloshchekov had died of typhus. Gregor 
recalled all the cossacks of his village who had been killed in 
the two wars, and it seemed to him that not one home in Tatarsk 
was left without its dead. 
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Gregor was still unable to leave the house when the village 
ataman brought an instruction he had received from the district 
ataman, ordering him to inform squadron commander Melekhov 
that he was to present himself immediately before a medical 
commission for further examination. 

“ Write back and tell him that as soon as I learn to walk I’ll 
turn up of my own accord, without any reminders,” Gregor said 
angrily. 

§ 3 § 

The front steadily drew nearer the Don. In the village there 
began to be renewed talk of retreat. A little later an order issued 
by the regional ataman, commanding all adult cossacks to take 
part in the retreat, was read out in the market square. 

Pantaleimon came home from the square, told Gregor of the 
order and said : 

“ What shall we do ? ” 

Gregor shrugged his shoulders. 

“ What can we do ? We’ve got to retreat. Even without the 
order everybody will go.” 

“I’m talking about you and me : shall we go together or 
how ? ” 

“We can’t go together. In a day or two I’ll ride to 
Vieshenska and find out what forces are to pass through there, 
and I’ll join up with one of the regiments. But your job is 
to flee as a refugee. Or do you want to join up with a 
military force ? ” 

“ God forbid ! ” Pantaleimon said in aflVight. “ In that case 
I’ll ride with old gaffer Beskhlebnov ; the other day he invited 
me to ride with him for company. He’s a peaceable old man, 
and he’s got a good horse, so we’ll harness up and gallop along 
with a pair of horses. My mare’s lost all her fat too. She’s 
been driven almost tq death, and she kicks so much that she’s 
terrible.” 

“ Well, then you go with him,” Gregor willingly supported 
the idea. “ But meantime let’s talk over the way you’re to go, 
for maybe I shall have to take the same road.” 

He took a map of Southern Russia out of his wallet and 
detailed to his father the villages through which the old man 
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would have to drive, then began to write the names down on 
paper. But the old man, who had been respectfully examining 
the map, remarked : 

Stop ! don’t write them down. Of course, you understand 
these things better than me and a map’s a serious matter. It 
never lies and it shows you the straight road. But how am I to 
keep to that road if it isn’t suitable for me ? You say that first 
we’ve got to drive through Kargin. I can see it’s a straighter 
road that way, but all the same I’ve got to take a roundabout 
road.” 

“ But why have you } ” 

‘‘ Because I’ve got a first cousin living in Latyshev, and I can 
get food for myself and the horses there. But if I put up with 
strangers I shall have to use my own food. And you say that 
according to the map I ought to drive through Astakhov village. 
That’s the straighter road, I know, but I shall drive through 
Malakhov. I’ve got distant relations there too, and I can save 
my own hay and use other people’s. Remember you can’t carry 
a stack of hay about with you, and in a strange district you may 
find that you not only can’t beg hay, but you won’t even be able 
to buy it.” 

“ But haven’t you got any relations on the other side of the 
Don ” Gregor asked venomously. 

“ Yes, I have.” 

“ So you’ll go that way too, I suppose ? ” 

“ Don’t put those devilish ideas about ! ” Pantaleimon flared 
up. “You speak to the point, and don’t try to be funny I A 
fine time to make jokes ! We’ve got a clever man in the family 
now ! ” 

“ There’s no point in your visiting all your relations. A 
retreat’s a retreat, and not a matter of visiting relations. It’s not 
carnival time.” 

“ Well, don’t instruct me the way to take, I know it without 
you.” 

“ If you know, then go whichever way you like.” 

“ It’s no good niy trying to drive according to your plans. 
Only a magpie flies straight: you’ve heard that said, haven’t 
you .? I might go driving the devil knows where, in places where 
maybe there aren’t any roads in the winter-time at all. Were 
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you really using your wits when you started talking such non¬ 
sense ? And you commanded a division, too ! ” 

Gregor and the old man wrangled for a long time, but, after 
thinking it over, Gregor had to admit that there was a good deal 
of force in the old man’s remarks, and he said in a conciliatory 
tone : 

“ Don’t be angry, father ; I won’t try to make you follow my 
route. You drive as you wish. I shall try to look for you beyond 
the Donietz.” 

‘‘You should have said that long ago,” Pantaleimon rejoiced. 
“ You go on suggesting all sorts of plans and routes, but the one 
thing you don’t understand is that a plan’s one thing, but horses 
can’t go anywhere without fodder.” 

The old man made leisurely preparations for departure even 
while Gregor was still ill : he had fed up his mare with unusual 
care, had repaired the sledge, had ordered new felt boots to be 
made for him and had himself lined them with leather, so that 
they should not get soaked on wet roads; and he had poured 
selected oats into sacks. Even for the retreat he made ready 
like a true master of the house ; he prudently prepared every¬ 
thing that might be of some use on the journey. An axe, a hand¬ 
saw, a chisel, snobbing tools, threads, spare soles, nails, a hammer, 
a bunch of straps, two ropes, a lump of pitch, everything down 
to horseshoes and farriers’ nails was carefully wrapped in tar¬ 
paulin and could be laid in the sledge in a moment. He even 
proposed to take a steelyard with him, and when Ilinichna asked 
him what need he would have for a steelyard he reproachfully 
answered : 

“ You know, wife, the more you try, the more stupid you get. 
D’you mean to say you can’t answer such a simple question for 
yourself ? Shan’t I have to buy chaff or hay by weight while on 
the retreat ? Do they measure hay out by the yard ? ” 

“ But won’t people have scales of their own ? ” Ilinichna asked 
in amazement. 

“ How do you know what sort of scales they’ll have ? ” Panta¬ 
leimon grew indignant. “ Maybe all their scabies are false, in 
order to give short weight to the likes of us. That’s just it I 
We know the sort of people who live there I You buy thirty 
pounds, but you pay enough money for a pood. And if I’ve 
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got to stand such a loss every time we stop it would be better for 
me to take my own steelyard with me. It won’t weigh us down ! 
But you can manage here without scales, what the devil would 
be the good of them to you ? If the military forces come they’ll 
take hay without weighing it. . . . All they’re concerned about 
is carting it off. I’ve seen them, the hornless devils; I know 
them only too well! ” 

At first he even thought of taking a wagonette on the sledge, 
so as not to waste money buying one in the spring. But after¬ 
wards he thought better of it, and gave up this hopeless idea. 

Gregor also began to make ready. He cleaned his Mauser, 
his rifle, put his faithful sabre in good order. A week after his 
recovery he went out to see his horse and, looking at its gleaming 
crupper, was satisfied that the old man had not fed only his own 
mare. He climbed painfully on to the restive horse, gave it a 
good ride, and, on his return home saw—or maybe he only 
imagined he saw—someone wave to him with a tiny white hand¬ 
kerchief through the window of the Astakhovs’ hut. 

At a village assembly the male inhabitants of Tatarsk decided 
to leave all on the one day. Two days the women spent baking 
and frying all kinds of provisions for the cossacks’ journey. The 
departure was fixed for December 12 th. The previous evening 
Pantaleimon put hay and oats into the sledge, and next morning, 
as soon as dawn began to break, he put on his great sheepskin 
overcoat, belted himself tightly, thrust his capacious leather 
driving gloves into his belt, said his prayers to God and took 
leave of his family. 

Soon an enormous baggage train was extending up the hill 
from the village. The women went out to the common pasturage 
and long, long waved their handkerchiefs to their departing 
menfolk. But then a low breeze sprang up in the steppe, and 
through the seething, snowy mist neither the wagons slowly 
climbing the hill nor the cossacks striding beside them were 
visible. 

Before his departure to Vieshenska Gregor had a meeting 
with Aksinia. He went to see her in the evening, when lights 
were already lit in the village. Aksinia was spinning. Beside 
her Anikushka’s widow was sitting, knitting socks and telling 
some story. Seeing the stranger, Gregor curtly said to Aksinia : 
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“ Come outside for a minute; Fve got business with 
you/' 

In the porch, he laid his hand on her shoulder, and asked : 

“ Will you come with me on the retreat ? " 

She was long silent, thinking over her answer. Then she 
quietly said ; 

“ But how about the farm ? And the horse ? " 

“You must leave everything in someone's charge. I've got 
to retreat." 

“ But when } " 

“ I'll drive round for you to-morrow." 

Smiling in the darkness, Aksinia said : 

“ You remember I told you a long time ago that I'd go with 
you to the very edge of the world ? And I'm just the same now. 
My love for you is true. I shall go and not once look back. 
When shall I be waiting for you } " 

“ In the evening. Don't bring much with you. Clothes 
and as much food as possible, that's all. Well, good-bye 
for now." 

“ Good-bye. But maybe you’ll come in ? She’s going in 
a minute. I haven’t seen you for an age ! My darling, Grisha 1 
But I was beginning to think you . . . But no, I won't say 
it! " 

“ No, I can’t come in. I’ve got to ride to Vieshenska now. 
Good-bye. Be waiting for me to-morrow." 

Gregor went out and passed through the wick^t-gate. But 
Aksinia remained standing in the porch, smiling and rubbing her 
flaming cheeks with her palms. 


§ 4 § 

In Vieshenska the evacuation of the regional oflices and organ¬ 
izations and the commissariat warehouses had already begun. 
At the regional ataman’s office Gregor inquired about the position 
at the front. A youthful ensign acting as adjutant told him : 

“ The Reds are close to Alexandrovsk station. We don't 
know what forces will pass through Vieshenska, or whether any 
will pass through at all. You can see for yourself that nobody 
knows anything, everybody's hurrying to get away. ... I'd 
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advise you not to search for your regiment now, but to ride to 
Millerovo, where you’ll find it easier to ascertain where it is at 
the moment. In any case, your regiment will be retreating along 
the railway line. Will the enemy be held up at the Don ? No, 
I don’t think so. Vieshenska will be yielded without a struggle, 
that’s definite.” 

Gregor returned home late at night. While Ilinichna was 
getting his supper ready she said : 

“ Your Prokhor turned up. He came about an hour after 
you’d gone and said he’d be coming back. But he hasn’t been 
near us since.” 

Delighted at the news, Gregor hurriedly ate his supper, then 
went to see Prokhor. His orderly welcomed him with a cheerless 
smile, and said : 

‘‘ I was beginning to think you’d dashed off to retreat straight 
from Vieshenska.” 

“ Where the devil have you sprung from ? ” Gregor asked, 
laughing and slapping his faithful orderly on the shoulder. 

“ That’s quite clear : from the front.” 

” Hopped it ” 

“ Why, what makes you think that ? A desperate soldier like 
me run away } I came in accordance with the law : I didn’t 
want to go off to the warm countries without you. We’ve sinned 
together, and we must ride together to the Last Judgment. Our 
affairs aren’t worth a pinch of tobacco, d’you know ? ” 

“ Yes, I know. Tell me how they came to release you from 
the regiment.” 

“That’s a long story; I’ll tell you later,” Prokhor said 
evasively, and grew still more glum. 

“ Where’s the regiment ” 

“ The devil knows where it is at the moment.” 

“ Then how long have you been away from it ? ” 

“ I left some two weeks ago.” 

“ Then where have you been since ? ” 

“ What a pest you are, by God ! ” Prokhor said discontentedly, 
and gave his wife a sidelong glance. “ With your where, and 
how, and why. . . . Wherever I’ve been. I’m there no longer. 
I said I’d tell you, and that means I’ll tell you. Hey, wife I 
Got any liquor ? When I meet my commanding officer I ought 
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to wet my whistle, so have you got anything to drink ? No ? 
Well, run along and get something and see that you’re back in a 
jiflfy ! You’ve got unused to military discipline while your 
husband’s been away. You’ve got out of hand.” 

“ And what are you letting off steam for ? ” his wife asked 
with a smile. “ Don’t you shout at me too much : you’re not 
the real master here, you only spend a couple of days at home in 
a twelvemonth.” 

Everybody shouts at me, and I don’t shout at anybody except 
you. You wait till I’ve risen to the rank of general, then I’ll 
shout at others. But meantime, you grin and bear it, put on 
your uniform, quick, and run ! ” 

When his wife had put on her outdoor clothes and gone, 
Prokhor gave Gregor a reproachful look and said : 

“You know, you haven’t got the least understanding, Panta- 
lievich ! I can’t tell you everything with a woman present, and 
you go on pressing me with your how and why and what. Well, 
have you got over your typhus } ” 

“Yes, I’ve got over it; now tell me about yourself. You’re 
hiding something, you son of the enemy ! Spit it out, what 
have you got mixed up in ? How did you get away ? ” 

“ It’s worse than just getting away. . . . After I’d brought 
you home I returned to the regiment. They assigned me to the 
third troop in your squadron. But I’m terribly keen on fighting ! 
I went twice into an attack, and then I thought: ‘I’ll have to 
show a leg here ! I’ve got to find some hole, or you’ll be done 
for, Prokhor, my boy ! ’ And then, as though of purpose, the 
Reds began to press us so hard and there were such fierce battles 
that they didn’t even give us time to breathe. Wherever the 
Reds broke through, there they shoved us ; wherever there was 
any unreliability, there they shoved our regiment. Within a 
week eleven cossacks in our squadron were as though they’d been 
licked off the face of the earth by a cow’s tongue. Well, and I got 
such a longing, I went real lousy with longing ! ” Prokhor lit 
a cigarette, held out his pouch to Gregor, and unhurriedly went 
on : “ And then it fell to me to go on a reconnaissance close to 
Liski. There were three of us. We were riding over a rise at 
a gentle trot, keeping our eyes wide open, when we saw a Red 
crawl out of a runnel and raise his hands above his head. We 
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galloped up to him, but he shouted: ‘ Cossacks, Vm on your 
side. Don't cut me down, Fm one of you.’ But the devil must 
have got hold of me, for I got wild for some reason, and I rode 
up to the man and said : ‘ You son of a bitch,’ I said, ‘ if you’ve 
agreed to fight then you oughtn’t to surrender ! You’re a dirty 
swine,’ I said. ‘ Can’t you see that as it is we’re only holding on 
by the skin of our teeth ? And here you are surrendering, bring¬ 
ing us reinforcements ! ’ And at that I pulled my scabbard from 
the saddle and stretched it across his back. And the other 
Cossacks with me also made it clear, and asked him : ‘ Is it fair 
to fight like that, to go turning and twisting in all directions ? 
If you’d all come over earlier the war would have been finished 
by now.’ But how the devil was I to know that this turncoat 
was an officer ? Yet that’s what he turned out to be ! When 
I struck him with my scabbard he went pale and said quietly : 
‘ I’m an officer, and you’re daring to strike me ! I served in the 
hussars in the old days, and I fell into the Reds’ hands during the 
mobilization. You take me to your commander, and there I’ll 
tell him everything.’ We said : * Hand over your documents.^ 
But he proudly answers : * I have no wish to talk to you ; take 
me to your commander.’ ” 

“ But why didn’t you want to talk about this in front of your 
wife ? ” Gregor asked in surprise. 

“ I haven’t come to that point yet, and please don’t interrupt. 
We decided to escort him to the squadron, but we were fools. 
... We should have killed him on the spot, and that would 
have been tht; end of it. But we drove him in, as we were sup¬ 
posed to do, and a day later we found he was appointed com¬ 
mander of our squadron. That was a fine how d’you do ! And 
then the band began to play ! A day or two later he sent for 
me and asked : ‘ So you’re fighting for a single, indivisible Russia, 
are you, 3 ^ou son of a bitch } What did you say to me when you 
took me prisoner ? D’you remember ? ’ I tried to get out of it, 
but he wouldn’t show me any mercy, and when he recalled that 
I’d struck him with my scabbard he shook all over. ‘ Do you 
know,’ he said, ‘ that I’m a captain of a hussar regiment and 
a noble, and you, you boor, dared to strike me ? ’ He sent for 
me once, he sent for me twice, and I never had any mercy from 
him. He ordered the troop commander to send me on outpost 
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and guard duty out of turn, shook fatigues on me like peas out 
of a pail, and in a word, he made life a misery, the swine ! He 
did the same to the other two who’d been on reconnaissance with 
me when we took him prisoner. The boys stood as much as they 
could, but at last on^ day they spoke to me and said : ‘ Let's put 
him out, or our lives won’t be worth living.’ I thought it over 
and decided to tell the regimental commander all about it, but 
my conscience wouldn’t allow me to kill him. We could have 
done it when we took him prisoner, but afterwards I couldn’t 
raise my hand, somehow. ... I have to screw up my eyes when 
my wife cuts a chicken’s throat, and this was a matter of killing 
a man. . . .” 

“ But you did kill him } ” Gregor again interrupted. 

“ Wait a bit; you’ll know all about it in due course. Well, I 
told the regimental commander. I got to see him, but he 
laughed and said : * It’s no good your being upset, Zykov, once 
you struck him. He’s quite right in restoring discipline. He’s 
a good and intelligent officer.’ So I left him, but I thought to 
myself: ‘You can hang that good officer round your neck 
instead of a cross, but I’m not going to serve in his squadron ! ’ 
I asked for a transfer to another squadron, but nothing came of 
that either ; they wouldn’t do it. Then I thought of clearing out 
altogether. But that’s easier said than done They transferred 
us to the rear for a week’s rest, and then the devil went and got 
me all messed up again. I decided the only thing to do was to 
get hold of some poor devil of a woman with the clap, then I’d be 
put on light sick duty, and then the retreat would start, and 
things would settle themselves. And—something I’d never done 
before—I began to run after the women, to sec which of them 
looked the worst. But how can you tell ? It isn’t written in 
a woman’s forehead that she’s got this or that. So what was I 
to do ” Prokhor spat vigorously and listened to make sure his 
wife was not coming back. 

Gregor covered his mouth with his hand to hide his smile. 
His eyes glittered with laughter as he asked : 

“ And did you get the clap ? ” 

Prokhor gazed at him with tearful eyes. His look was sad 
and calm, like that of an old dog who has had his day. After 
a brief silence, he said : 
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D’you think it was so easy to get it ? When you don’t 
want it it’s blown at you by the wind ; but now I couldn’t find 
it anywhere, even if I shouted aloud for it.” 

Half turning away, Gregor laughed soundlessly, then took his 
hand from his face and asked in a choking voice : 

“ Don’t torture me, for Christ’s sake I Did you get it or 
not ? ” 

“ Of course it seems funny to you,” Prokhor said in an injured 
tone. “ It’s only fools who laugh at other people’s misfortunes ; 
at least, that’s what I think.” 

“ But I’m not laughing. . . . Well, and what happened ? ” 

” Then I began to set my cap at the daughter of the house 
where we were quartered. She was a maiden some forty years 
old, or maybe a little younger. Her face was smothered in pim¬ 
ples, and she looked . . . well, in a word, the Lord defend us 
from all such ! The neighbours hinted that recently she’d been 
playing about with a doctor. ‘Well,’ I thought, ‘ I’m sure to 
get it from her ! ’ And I hung around her just like a young 
cockerel; I strutted and puffed up my crop and said all sorts of 
things to her. . . . And where they all came from, I rightly 
don’t know, myself.” He smiled guiltily and even seemed to 
cheer up a little at the memory. “ I promised to marry her, and 
talked all sorts of filth. ... At last I won her over, and the 
matter came very near to sin. Then she suddenly goes and 
bursts into tears. I tried to calm her, and said : ‘ Maybe you’re 
ill ? But that’s nothing, that’s all the better.’ But I myself 
got the wind up : it was night-time, and supposing someone 
heard our noise and came creeping into the chaff-shed where 
we were ? ‘ Don’t shout, for Christ’s sake ! ’ I said. ‘ And if 

you’re ill, don’t be afraid ; I love you so much that I’m ready 
for anything ! ’ But she says : ‘ My dear Proshenka, I’m not 
ill in the least. I’m an honest maid, I fear ; and that’s why 
I cried out.’ Believe me or not, Gregor Pantalievich, but as 
she said that to me I broke into a cold sweat and let her have it! 
‘ Lord Jesus ! ’ I thought, ‘ the mess I’ve got into ! That’s the 
last straw ! ’ I roared at her : ‘ But what did you go running to 
the doctor for ? What did you go around taking in the people 
for ? ’ ‘I went to see him,’ she said, to get some ointment to 
clear my face.’ Then I clutched my head and told her : ‘ Get 
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up and go away this minute, damn you, you horrible witch ! 
I don’t want you honest, and I shan’t marry you ! ’ ” 

Prokhor spat still more violently, and reluctantly went on : 
“ And so all my labours were in vain. I went to the hut, collected 
my belongings and transferred to other quarters the very same 
night. Then the boys gave me a hint, and I got what I was in 
need of from a certain widow. Only this time I went straight 
to the point. I asked her : ‘ Are you ill ? ’ She answered : 

‘ Yes, I am a bit.’ * Well, I don’t want a hundredweight of it.’ 
I gave her a twenty-rouble note for helping me out, and the next 
day I boasted about my achievement and got put on light duty. 
And from there I came straight home.” 

“Did you come without your horse ? ” 

“ Of course not ! I’ve come on my horse and in full fighting 
order. The boys sent my horse to where I was on sick leave. 
But that’s not important: you advise me what I’m to tell the 
wife. Or maybe it’d be better to get out of sinning by coming 
and spending the night with you ? ” 

“No, by hell I You spend the night at home ! Say you’re 
wounded. Have you got any bandages ? ” 

“I’ve got my field dressing.” 

“Well, then use that.” 

“ She won’t believe me,” Prokhor said despondently. But he 
got up none the less. He rummaged in his saddlebag, went into 
the best room, and whispered from there : “If she comes back, 
keep her talking, and I’ll be out in a second.” 

As Gregor rolled himself a cigarette he thought over his plans 
for departure. ‘ We’ll harness both the horses into a sledge,’ he 
decided. ‘ We must leave in the evening, so that our people 
don’t see Aksinia with me. Though they’ll find out all the 
same.’ 

“ I didn’t finish telling you about the squadron com¬ 
mander,” Prokhor limped out of the best room and sat down 
at the table. “ Our men killed him off the third day after I 
went sick.” 

“ Really ? ” 

“ God’s truth I They shot him in the back in a fight, and that 
was the end of him. So I got the clap for nothing, that’s what 
riles me.” 
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“ Didn't they catch the one who did it ? ” Gregor, absorbed 
in thoughts of the forthcoming departure from Tatarsk, asked 
abstractedly; 

“ What chance had they got of looking for him ? The retreat 
was so general that there was no time to look for anybody ! But 
where’s my wife got to ? I badly want a drink ! When are you 
thinking of leaving ? ” 

“ To-morrow.” 

‘‘ Can’t we leave it for just one more day ? ” 

‘‘ What for ? ” 

“ I could shake the lice off me at any rate. It’s no fun riding 
with them ! ” 

You can shake them off on the road. The situation doesn’t 
advise delay. The Reds are two marches from Vieshenska.” 

‘‘ Are we leaving in the morning ? ” 

‘‘ No, at night. We’ve only got to get to Kargin ; we’ll spend 
the night there.” 

“ But won’t the Reds catch us ? ” 

“We must be ready to move on at any moment. ... I was 
thinking. ... I thought of taking Aksinia Astakhova with me. 
You don’t mind, I suppose ? ” 

“ What’s it to do with me ? You can take a couple of Aksinias 
if you like. . . . It’ll be rather a lot for the horses.” 

“ She’s not very heavy.” 

“ It’s awkward travelling with women. . . . And what the 
cholera is she yielding to you for } As if we wouldn’t have 
enough trouble without her I ” Prokhor sighed. With eyes 
averted, he added : “I knew you’d be dragging her about with 
you ! You’re always acting the husband ! Ah, Gregor Panta- 
lievich, the knout’s long been weeping bitter tears for you ! ” 

“ That’s nothing to do with you,” Gregor said coldly. “ Don’t 
go gabbling to your wife about it.” 

“ Have I ever gabbled to her about it ? You ought to know 
me better I But who is she going to leave her house with ? ” 

They heard steps in the porch. Prokhor’s wife entered. 
Snow was sparkling on her fluffy grey kerchief. 

“A blizzard.^” Prokhor took glasses from the cupboard, 
and only then thought of asking: “ But did you bring 

anything ? ” 
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His crimson-cheeked wife took two steaming bottles from her 
breast, and set them on the table. 

“Well, now we’ll be able to see the road ! ” Prokhor said 
cheerfully. He sniffed at the vodka, and pronounced ; “ First 
rate ! And as strong as the devil ! ” 

Gregor drank two small glasses of vodka, tlien pleaded that he 
was tired and went home. 


CHAPTER IV 

§ I § 

WELL, THE war’s all over. The Reds are driving us so hard 
that now we shall go on falling back till we reach tlie sea and steep 
our arses in brine,” said Prokhor, as they drove up the hill. 

Below them lay Tatarsk, wrapped in a bluish haze. The sun 
had set behind the snowy, rosy selvage of the horizon. The 
snow scrunched crisply under the sledge runners. The horses 
moved at a fast walking pace. Gregor reclined in the back of 
the two-horsed sledge, his shoulders against the saddles. Aksinia 
sat beside him, wrapped in a sheepskin jacket trimmed with fur. 
Her black eyes glittered and sparkled joyously beneath her white 
fluffy kerchief. Gregor glanced surreptitiously at her, at her 
cheek tenderly crimsoned by the frost, at the thick black eyebrows 
and the gleaming, bluish whites under the arched, rimed eye¬ 
lashes. Aksinia looked about her with eager curiosity, gazing at 
the steppe, in its pall of drifted snow, at the road worn down to 
a smooth polish, at the distant misty horizons. Everything was 
new and unusual to her, who hardly ever left her house ; every¬ 
thing attracted her attention. But, occasionally, lowering her 
eyes and feeling the pleasant, nipping cold of the rime on her 
lashes, she smiled at the thought that the dream which had so 
long held her captive had so strangely and unexpectedly come 
true. Now she and Gregor were driving somewhere far away 
from Tatarsk, far from her native and hated district, where she 
had suffered so much, where she had spent half her life in tor¬ 
ments with an unloved husband, where everything always aroused 
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oppressive memories. She smiled as with all her body she felt 
Gregor’s presence beside her, and she did not think either of 
the price at which she had gained this happiness, or of the future, 
which was enveloped in as dark a haze as those steppe horizons 
which were beckoning her into the distance. 

Happening to look round, Prokhor noticed the tremulous smile 
on Aksinia’s crimson and frost-swollen lips, and asked in an 
aggrieved tone : 

“ Well, what are you grinning for ? A fine bride you are I 
Are you glad to get away from home ? ” 

“ D’you think I’m not ? ” Aksinia asked in a ringing voice. 

“ A fine thing to be.glad about! You’re a fool, woman ! You 
don’t know yet how this little trip will end, so don’t be too quick 
to smirk ! You save your teeth ! ” 

‘‘ The future won’t be any worse than my past has been.” 

“You make me feel sick to look at you. ...” Prokhor furi¬ 
ously brought his whip down across the horses. 

“ You turn round, and stuff your fingers in your mouth ! ” 
Aksinia advised him, with a laugh. 

“Now you’re showing again what a fool you are I Have I 
got to drive all the way to the sea with my finger in my mouth ? 
A fine idea ! ” 

“ What’s making you feel sick ? ” 

“You should keep quiet! Got mixed up with someone else’s 
daddy and riding the devil knows where ! But supposing 
Stepan was to turn up at the village now, what then ? ” 

“ D’you know what, Prokhor ? You shouldn’t get mixed up 
in our affairs,” Aksinia said, “ or you may have a spell of bad 
luck too ! ” 

“I’m not getting mixed up in your affairs ! You needn’t snap 
back at me like that! I can say what I think, can’t I ? Or am 
I your coachman, and I’m only to talk to the horses ? That’s 
another fine idea ! You can be annoyed or not, as you like, 
Aksinia. But you ought to be whipped with a good switch, 
whipped and ordered not to cry out! But don’t try to frighten 
me about luck ! I carry my luck everywhere with me. I’ve got 
a special kind ; it won’t sing, but it won’t let me sleep. . . . 
Now, you devils ! Always going at a walking pace, you lop-eared 
Satans ? ” 
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Gregor listened, smiling, and at last said in a pacifying 
tone : 

Don’t start swearing at each other when we’re hardly 
out of the village ! We’ve got a long road before us, you’ll 
have plenty of time for that. What are you plaguing her 
for, Prokhor ? ” 

‘‘I’ll plague her! ” Prokhor answered harshly. “ She’d 
better not contradict what I’m going to say ! I’m thinking at 
this moment that there’s nothing worse than woman in the whole 
wide world ! They’re a lot of . . . You know, brother, women 
were God’s very worst invention ! The way I’d deal with them, 
right down to the last one, there wouldn’t be a smell of woman 
left on the earth ! That’s how bad I’m feeling about them just 
now. And what are you laughing at ? Only a fool laughs at 
other people’s misfortunes. Hold the reins ; I’m getting out 
for a minute.” 

Prokhor went on foot for some time, then he made himself 
comfortable in the sledge and held his peace. 

§ 2 § 

They spent the night in Kargin, and set out again after break¬ 
fast next morning. By nightfall they had put some forty miles 
of road between them and Tatarsk. 

Endless trains of refugee wagons were dragging southward. 
Close to Morozovsky they fell in with the first cossack troops. 
Some thirty to forty mounted men went past, army baggage trains 
dragged along. The farther they went, the more difficult they 
found it to get quarters for the night. By evening all possible 
quarters in the villages were occupied, and there was not even 
stabling for the horses, far less room for themselves. In one of 
the Tauridan districts Gregor drove from door to door in the 
vain search for a sleeping place, and in the end they were com¬ 
pelled to pass the night in a shed. Their clothes were wet 
through with the blizzard, but by the morning they were frozen 
solid, and jarred and cracked with their every movement. They 
hardly slept a wink all night, and only just before dawn did they 
manage to get warm by lighting a campfire of straw in the yard. 

Next morning Aksinia timidly suggested : 
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** Grisha, don’t you think we might spend the day here ? 
We’ve been suffering torture all night with the cold and we got 
hardly any sleep, so we ought to take a little rest.” 

Gregor agreed. After some difficulty he found a free corner. 
At dawn the other refugees had driven on, but a field hospital 
carrying over a hundred wounded and typhus cases also remained 
in the village for the day. 

In one tiny room ten cossacks were sleeping on the dirty earthen 
floor. Prokhor brought in a horsecloth and the sack of food, 
spread some straw right by the door, took a soundly sleeping old 
cossack by the feet and dragged him to one side, and said with 
rough tenderness to Aksinia: 

“ Lie down here, for you’re so worn out that you don’t look 
your old self.” 

Towards nightfall the village again filled up with people. All 
night campfires flamed in the side lanes, all night the place was 
noisy with human voices, neighing horses, grating sledge-runners. 
Dawn was hardly breaking when Gregor aroused Prokhor and 
whispered: 

“ Get the horses harnessed up. We’ve got to get moving.” 

Why so early ? ” Prokhor asked with a yawn. 

‘‘ Listen ! ” 

Prokhor raised his head from his saddle pommel, and heard 
a distant, muffled rumble of gunfire. 


§ 3 § 

All the northern districts of the Don were pouring southward. 
Innumerable refugees’ baggage trains were streaming across the 
railway line from Tsaritsyn to Likhaya and converging on Manich. 
At every stop during their first week of travelling Gregor inquired 
for his fellow villagers from-^Tatarsk, but he found none in any 
of the villages through which he passed. In all probability his 
father and the others had borne more to the left and, avoiding the 
Ukrainian settlements, had driven through the cossack villages 
to Oblivskaya. Only on the thirteenth day did he come upon 
traces of them. On putting up for the night, he happened to 
learn that a cossack from the Vieshenska district was lying ill 
with typhus in the next hut. He went to find out where the man 
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was from and, entering the low-ceilinged, tiny room, saw the old 
man Obnizov lying on the floor. From him he learned that the 
Tatarsk refugees had left this same village two days previously ; 
many of them had fallen ill with typhus, two of them had already 
died on the road, and he, Obnizov, had been left behind by his 
own request. 

‘‘ If I get better and the Red comrades have mercy on me and 
don’t kill me. I’ll make my way home somehow. And if not, 
I’ll die here. It’s all the same where I die ; wherever death 
comes it’s anything but sweet . . the old man declared as 
Gregor said good-bye to him. 

Gregor asked the old man about his father, but Obnizov 
answered that he had no news of him, for he had left Tatarsk 
on one of the last sledges, and he had not seen Pantaleimon 
Prokoffievich since they passed through Malakhovsky village. 

Gregor had more luck in finding quarters at their next stop. 
In the first house he entered he came upon cossack acquaintances 
from Vierkhne-Chirsk village. They made room for him, and 
he made his party comfortable by the stove. Fifteen refugees 
were lying packed like fish in barrels ; three of them were ill 
with typhus, and another was suffering from frostbite. The 
cossacks cooked some millet porridge with bacon fat for supper, 
and hospitably offered some to Gregor and his companions. 
Prokhor and Gregor ate heartily, but Aksinia refused to touch 
the food. 

“ Why, aren’t you hungry ? ” Prokhor asked. During the 
past few days he had inexplicably changed in his attitude to 
Aksinia, and now he spoke to her roughly but sympathetically. 

“ I’m feeling a little sick ...” Aksinia threw her kerchief 
around her head and went out into the yard. 

“ She hasn’t fallen ill, has she ? ” Prokhor asked Gregor. 

“ Who’s to know ? ” Gregor put down his plate of porridge 
and went out after her. He found her standing by the steps, her 
hand pressed to her breast. He put his arms around her and 
anxiously asked : 

“ What’s the matter, Ksinia, dear ? ” 

“I’m feeling sick, and I’ve got a headache.” 

“ Come into the hut and lie down.” 

“You go in ; I’ll follow in a minute.” 



FLIGHT TO THE SEA 


171 

Her voice was thick and toneless, her movements sluggish. 
Gregor gazed at her interrogatively as she entered the stifiingly 
hot room ; he noticed the crimson flush on her cheeks, the 
suspicious glitter in her eyes. His heart sanlc ; she was obviously 
ill. He remembered that the previous day she had complained 
of shivering and dizziness, and when he awoke early that morning 
he noticed she had been sweating so much that her curly hair 
was as wet as though she had just washed it. He had lain gazing 
at her as she slept, and had not dared to rise for fear of disturbing 
her rest. 

She had bravely borne the deprivations of the journey, she 
had even cheered Prokhor on, when more than once he had said : 
** What the devil is this war, and who thought of it ? You drive 
on and on all day, and when you arrive at night youVe got no¬ 
where to spend the night, and you don’t know where you’ll be 
ordered to go before you’re finished.” But that day she had 
failed to keep up her spirits. When they lay down to sleep 
Gregor had the impression that she was weeping. 

What’s the matter ? ” he asked in a whisper. '' Where do 
you feel ill ? ” 

“ I’m ill all right. . . . Now what shall we do ? Will you 
desert me ? ” 

“ Well, you are silly ! Why should I desert you ? Don’t 
cry, perhaps you’ve only got frozen on the road, and you’ve got 
the wind up.” 

“ Grisha dear, it’s typhus.” 

** Don’t talk nonsense ! There’s no signs of it, your forehead 
is quite cool, so why shohld it be typhus ? ” Gregor comforted 
her. But in his heart of hearts he was convinced that she was 
ill with typhus, and wondered miserably what they could do with 
her if she had to take to her bed. 

“ Oh, it’s hard to ride like this ! ” she whispered, huddling 
close to him. Look at the lots of people that crowd into the 
quarters every night. The lice are eating us up, Grisha ! And 
I’ve not got a chance to look after myself, because of the men. 

. . . Yesterday I went into a shed and undressed, and I had so 
many lice on my shirt. . . . Lord, I’ve never seen such a sight 
in all my life ! I feel sick when I think of it, and I don’t want 
to eat. . . . But did you see how many that old man lying on 
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the bench yesterday had got ? They were crawling all outside 
his coat/' 

“Don't think about them ! You've got yourself interested 
in a devilishly fine subject! Lice are only lice ; you don't, 
count them when you're on service," Gregor whispered irritably. 

“I'm itching all over." 

“ Everybody's itching all over ; what can we do about it now ? 
Keep going ! When we get to Yekaterinodar we'll have a good 
,wash." 

“ But we can't put on clean clothes ! " Aksinia said with a sigh. 
“ They'll be the death of us, Grisha ! " 

“You get off to sleep ; we shall be setting out early in the 
morning." 

Gregor could not sleep for hours. Nor did Aksinia sleep. 
She sobbed quietly more than once, covering her head with her 
great sheepskin coat, then she tossed and turned for a long time, 
sighed, and dozed off only when Gregor turned to her and put 
his arms around her. In the middle of the night he was disturbed 
by a loud knock. Someone was banging on the door, and 
shouting : 

“Hi, there, open the door, or we'll break it down ! You're 
sleeping soundly, you devils ! " 

The master of the house, an elderly and inoffensive cossack, 
went out into the porch and asked : 

“ Who's there ? What do you want ? If you want some¬ 
where to spend the night, it's no good coming here. We're 
already crowded out and haven't even got room to turn 
over." 

“ Open the door, I tell you ! " came a further shout from out¬ 
side. The next moment half a dozen armed cossacks flung the 
door wide open and poured into the front room. 

“ Who have you got spending the night here } " asked one of 
them, a man iron-black with the frost, hardly able to move his 
frozen lips. 

“ Refugees. But who are you ? " 

Without answering him, a cossack strode into the best room 
and shouted : 

“ Hey, you ! Stretched yourselves out nicely, haven't you ! 
Get out of here at once ! Troops are to be quartered here. Get 
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up, get up ! And hurry up about it, or eve’ll soon shake you 
out! 

“ Who are you, to shout like that ? ** Gregor asked hoarsely, 
and slowly got up, 

‘‘ I’ll show you who I am ! ’’ The cossack strode towards 
Gregor, and in the dim light of the little paraffin lamp the barrel 
of a pistol gleamed dully in his hand. 

“ Why, aren’t you smart! ” Gregor said in a wheedling tone. 
“ Well, show us your toy I ” With a swift movement he seized 
the cossack by his wrist, and squeezed it with such force that the 
man groaned and opened his fingers. The pistol dropped with 
a muffled crash to the horsecloth. Gregor pushed the cossack 
away, swiftly bent, picked up the pistol, put it in his pocket, and 
said calmly : “ And now let’s have a talk. What regiment are 
you from ? How many of you smart fellows are there ? ” 

Recovering from his surprise, the cossack shouted : 

“ Boys ! This way I ” 

Gregor went to the door. Standing on the threshold, he 
leaned his back against the doorpost and said : 

“I’m a squadron commander of the 19 th Don regiment. 
Quieter now ! Stop shouting ! Who’s that barking ? Well, 
my dear cossack comrades, what are you making all this fuss for ? 
Who are you going to shake out ? Who gave you such powers ? 
Quick march out of here 1 ” 

“ And what are you bawling for ? ” one of the cossacks half 
shouted. “ We’ve seen all sorts of squadron commanders ! 
Have we got to spend the night in the yard ? Everybody out of 
the house ! We’ve been given orders to turn all the refugees 
out, understand ? And you’re kicking up all this fuss ! We’ve 
seen people like you before 1 ” 

Gregor went right up to the speaker and hissed through 
clenched teeth : 

“ You’ve never seen anyone like me before ! D’you want me 
to make a couple of fools out of the one you are ? I’ll do it I 
Don’t back away ! This isn’t my pistol, I took it from your man. 
Here, give it back to him, and clear out quick, before I start 
fighting, or I’ll flay the skin off you ! ” He gently turned the 
cossack round and pushed him towards the door. 

“ Shall I let him have it ? ” a big cossack with his face enveloped 
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in a camelhair cowl a3ked reflectively. He was standing behind 
Gregor, closely examining him ; his enormous, leather-soled felt 
boots creaked as he shifted from foot to foot. 

Gregor turned to him and, losing command of himself, clenched 
his fists. But the cossack raised his hand and said in an amicable 
tone : 

“ Listen to me, your Excellency, or whatever you call yourself. 
Wait a bit, don’t raise your fist ! We’ll avoid any trouble. But 
in these times don’t push the cossacks too hard ! Serious times 
are coming again now, like those in 1917 ! You might run up 
against some desperate characters, and they wouldn’t make tw^o, 
but five of you ! We can see you^re a brave officer, and, judging 
by your speech, you were born one of us. So you behave a little 
more sensibly, or you’ll run into sin. ...” 

The man from whom Gregor had taken the pistol said 
irritably : 

‘‘ Don’t stand there singing ‘ Te Deums ’ to him ! Let’s go 
to the next hut.” He was the first to stride to the door. As he 
passed Gregor he gave him a sidelong glance and said com- 
miserately : “ We don’t want to be bothered with you, officer, or 
we’d christen you ! ” 

Gregor twisted his lips contemptuously, and replied-: 

‘‘You’d be christening yourself! Get on, get on, before I 
take your trousers down ! So a Baptist’s turned up now ! Pity 
I gave you your pistol back ; such daredevils as you shouldn’t 
v/ear pistols but sheeps’ fleeces ! ” 

” Come on, boys, let him go to the devil ! If you don’t stir 
up muck it won’t stink 1 ” one of the other cossacks, who had 
taken no part in the conversation, remarked wdth a benevolent 
chuckle. 

The cossacks went cursing to the door, clattering their 
frozen boots. Gregor sternly ordered the master of the 
house : 

“ Don’t dare open that door again ! They can knock and go 
away. And if they don’t, wake me up 1 ” 

The Vierkhne-Chirsk men, who had been aroused by the 
noise, lay talking in undertones among themselves. 

“ The way discipline’s gone to pieces 1 ” one of the old men 
sighed mournfully. “ They talk to an officer as if he was any 
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son of a bitch ! That wouldn’t have happened in the old days. 
They’d have roasted them in penal servitude ! ” 

“ TalJ?: ? What’s talk ? Did you see how they were get¬ 
ting ready to fight ? ‘ Give him a crack ! ’ said the unhewn 

poplar in the cowl. That shows what desperadoes they’ve 
become.” 

“ Why did you let them off so lightly, Gregor Pantalievich ? ” 
one of the cossacks asked. 

Gregor listened to the talk with an amiable smile on his lips. 
As he wrapped himself in his greatcoat he answered : 

Well, what are you to do with them ? They’ve got clean 
out of hand, and won’t submit to anyone ; they go about in 
bands, with no command over them. Who’s to be their judge 
and commander ? Their commander is simply anyone who 
proves himself stronger than they ! I don’t suppose they’ve got 
one officer left in all their troops. I’ve seen whole squadrons 
like that, absolutely fatherless. Well, let’s get off to sleep.” 

Aksinia whispered to him : 

“ But what made you go for them, Grisha ? Don’t go running 
up against men like that, for the love of Christ! Such heathens 
might kill you.” 

“You sleep ; we’ve got to be up early to-morrow. How do 
you feel ? Any better ? ” 

“ Just the same,” 

“ Your head still aching ? ” 

“ Yes. I’m afraid I shan’t be getting up again ...” 

Gregor laid his palm on her brow, and sighed : 

“ You’re giving off heat like a stove I Well, all right, don’t 
worry ! You’re a healthy woman, you’ll get over it! ” 

Aksinia made no answer. She was tormented with thirst. 
She went out several times into the kitchen, drank some of the 
unpleasantly warm water and, mastering her nausea and giddi¬ 
ness, lay down again on the horsecloth. 

During the night four further parties seeking for quarters came 
to the hut. They banged their rifle butts on the door, opened 
the window shutters, drummed on the windows, and went away 
only when the master, profiting by Gregor’s example, shouted 
from the porch : “ Clear out of here ! This is a brigade head¬ 
quarters.” 
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§ 4 § 

At dawn Prokhor and Gregor harnessed up the horses. Aksinia 
struggled into her outdoor clothes and went into the yard. The 
sun was rising. A thin grey smoke was streaming from the 
chimneys into the azure sky. A heavy rime lay on the fences, 
on the roofs of the sheds. Steam was billowing from the horses’ 
bodies. 

Gregor helped Aksinia into the sledge, and asked : 

‘‘ Perhaps you could lie down ? You’ll find it more com¬ 
fortable.” 

She nodded, gave him a grateful look when he carefully 
wrapped her legs, and closed her eyes. 

At noon, when they halted to feed the horses in a village some 
two miles off the main road, Aksinia could not climb out of the 
sledge. Gregor took her by the arm and led her to the house, 
and put her in the bed which the mistress hospitably put at their 
disposal. 

** Are you feeling bad, dearest ? ” he asked, bending over 
Aksinia, noticing how white she had gone. 

She forced open her eyes, looked at him with filmed pupils, 
and again dozed off into semi-consciousness. With trembling 
hands he removed the kerchief from her head. Her cheeks were 
as cold as ice, but her forehead was burning ; little icicles had 
frozen on the temples, which were beaded with a fine sweat. 
Towards evening she lost consciousness altogether. A moment 
earlier she asked for a drink, whispering : 

“ Only some cold water, some melted snow.” She was silent 
for a moment, then said indistinctly : 

Call Grishka ! ” 

“ Here I am. What do you want, Ksinia dear ? ” Gregor 
took her hand and stroked it awkwardly and shyly. 

“ Don’t leave me behind, Grisha dear I ” 

“ I shan’t leave you behind. What makes you think I shall ? ” 
Don’t leave me behind in a strange place. ... I shall die 
here.” 

Prokhor gave her a drink. She thirstily set her parched lips 
to the rim of the copper mug, drank a few drops, and with a groan 
let her head fall back on the pillow. Within five minutes she 
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was talking disconnectedly and unintelligibly. As he sat at her 
head Gregor distinguished a few words : “I must wash . . . get 
some blue . . . early ...” Her incoherent speech faded into 
a whisper. Prokhor shook his head and said reproachfully : 

“ I told you not to bring her on this trip ! Now what are we 
going to do ? It’s a punishment, that’s all it is, God’s truth ! 
Shall we spend the night here ? Are you gone deaf, or what ? 
I ask : shall we spend the night here or drive on ? ” 

Gregor made no response. He sat huddled, not taking his 
eyes off Aksinia’s ashen face. The mistress, a hospitable and 
kind-hearted woman, indicated Aksinia with her eyes and quietly 
asked Prokhor : 

“ His wife ? Are there any children ? ” 

“Yes. And there are children too ; we’ve got everything 
except good luck,” Prokhor muttered. 

Gregor went out into the yard and, seating himself on the 
sledge, smoked cigarette after cigarette. Aksinia would have to 
be left behind in the village ; to carry her on might be the death 
of her. He saw that clearly. He went into the house and sat 
down again by the bed. 

“ We’ll spend the night here, shan’t we ? ” Prokhor asked. 

“ Yes. And we may stop over to-morrow.” 

Shortly afterwards the master of the house arrived. He was 
a stocky and sickly peasant with crafty, shifty eyes, who had lost 
one leg from the knee. Tapping with his wooden leg, he nimbly 
limped to the table, took off his outdoor clothes, gave Prokhor 
a sidelong look, and asked : 

“ So the Lord’s sent us guests ? Where are you from ? ” 
Without waiting for an answer, he ordered his wife : “ Hurry 
up and give me something to eat. I’m as hungry as a dog.” 

He ate long and greedily. His shifty eyes frequently rested on 
Prokhor and on Aksinia’s motionless form. Gregor came out 
of the best room and greeted him. The man nodded his head 
without speaking and asked : 

“ Retreating ? ” 

“ Yes.” 

“ So you’ve had enough of fighting, your Excellency ? ” 

“ That’s it, more or less.” 

“ Who’s that: your wife ? ” he nodded at Aksinia. 
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‘‘ Yes.’’ 

“ What did you put her on the bed for ? Where are we 
going to sleep ? ” he turned discontentedly to liis wife. 

“ She’s ill, Vania; and I couldn’t help feeling sorry for her.” 

“ Sorry ! You can’t be sorry for all of them, and look how 
many there are going past! You’re crowding us, your Excel¬ 
lency ! ” 

A note of entreaty, almost of supplication sounded in Gregor’s 
voice as, turning to the man and his wife, pressing one hand to 
his chest, he asked : 

“ Good people ! Help me in my trouble, for Christ’s sake ! 
If we take her on any further she’ll die. Let us leave her with 
you. I’ll pay you for looking after her, as much as you ask. And 
all my life I shall remember your kindness. . . . Don’t say no, 
do me this favour ! ” 

At first the master flatly refused, saying they had no time to 
look after a sick woman, and that they had no room for her. 
But at last, when he had finished his dinner, he said : 

“ It stands to reason, who’s going to look after her for nothing ? 
But how much would you give us to look after her ? How much 
can you afford to offer for our trouble ? ” 

Gregor drew all the money he had out of his pocket, and held 
it out to the man. The peasant irresolutely took the packet of 
Don government credit notes, spat on his fingers, counted them 
and asked : 

‘‘ But haven’t you got any Nicholas money ? ” 

“ No.” 

Maybe you’ve got Kerenski roubles ? This stuff isn’t too 
safe. . . .” 

‘‘ I haven’t any Kerenskis either. If you like. I’ll leave you 
my horse.” 

The man reflected for some time, then thoughtfully answered : 

“ No. Of course, I’d take the horse ; for us peasants a horse 
is more important than anything else. But in such times as 
these it isn’t any use. If the Whites don’t take it the Reds will, 
and we shan’t get anything out of it. I’ve already got a little 
mare that’s no good at all, and yet before you can look round 
they’ll be taking and leading her out of the yard.” He was silent, 
thinking. Then, as though to justify himself, he added : “ Don’t 
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think Fm so terribly greedy. God forbid ! But judge for your¬ 
self, your Excellency ! She may lie a month, or even more, and 
itUl be nothing but giving her this, and taking from her that, 
and she^s got to be fed, with bread, and milk, an egg or two, 
and meat. And all that costs money : that’s true, isn’t it } 
And her clothes have got to be washed and she’s got to be washed 
too, and all the other things. . . . My wife’s busy with the 
house and farm, and she’d have to look after her. That’s no 
easy matter ! Don’t be mean : you add something more. I’m 
an invalid ; you can see I’ve lost a leg. What good am I as an 
earner and worker ? We live on what God sends us, and manage 
with bread and kvass. ...” 

With numb, simmering irritation Gregor said : 

“I’m not being mean, my good man ! I’ve given you all the 
money I’ve got. I can manage without money. What else do 
you want from me ? ” 

“ So you’ve given me all your money } ” The man laughed 
distrustfully. “With your pay you ought to have saddlebags 
packed with it.” 

“Tell me straight out,” Gregor said, turning pale, “ will you 
keep the sick woman or not ? ” 

“ No, If that’s the way you’re reckoning, there’s no reason 
to leave her with us.” The man’s voice took on an injured tone. 
“It’s not so simple, you know. . . . An officer’s wife, and all 
that . . . the neighbours will find out. And the comrades are 
on your heels ; they’ll hear about it and come down on us. No, 
in that case you take her away ; maybe one of the neighbours will 
agree to look after her.” With obvious regret he handed Gregor 
his money, took out his tobacco pouch and began to roll a cigar¬ 
ette for himself. 

Gregor put on his greatcoat and said to Prokhor : 

“You stay by her ; I’ll go and look for other quarters.” 

He was lifting the door ^latch when the master stopped 
him : 

“Wait a bit, your Excellency. What’s the hurry ? D’you 
think I don’t feel sorry for the poor woman ? I’m very sorry for 
her, and I’ve been in the army myself and I respect your position 
and rank. But couldn’t you add something or other to the 
money ? ” 
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Prokhor could not restrain himself any longer: livid with 
indignation, he roared : 

“ What else can we add, you legless asp ? You ought to have 
your other leg chopped off, that’s what you deserve I Gregor 
Pantalievich ! Let me shake him up a bit, and then we’ll put 
Aksinia into the sledge and drive on. May he be triply cursed, 
the devil! ” 

The master heard Prokhor to the end without interruption, 
and then said : 

You’ve got no reason to insult me, soldiers ! This is a 
question to be settled to mutual satisfaction, and there’s no 
point in swearing and cooling me off. What are you bawling 
for, cossack } D’you think it's money I’m talking of ? I wasn’t 
thinking of that sort of extra at all. What I meant was that 
perhaps you’d got some extra equipment, a rifle say, or a re¬ 
volver. ... It’s all the same to you whether you have them 
or not. But in these times it’s a whole fortune to us. We’ve 
got to have weapons to guard the house with. That’s what I 
was getting at. Give me back the money you offered, and add 
your rifle into the bargain, and we’ll shake hands on it. Leave 
us your sick woman ; we’ll look after her as though she was 
one of our own family. I give my oath on it.” 

Gregor looked at Prokhor, and said quietly : 

** Give him my rifle and cartridges, then go and harness up. 
. . . Aksinia will stay. . . . God be my judge, I cannot carry 
her on to her death.” 


CHAPTER V 

§i§, 

TThe days dragged by grey and joyless. The moment they 
eft Aksinia behind Gregor lost all interest in everything. 
Each morning he climbed into the sledge and drove over the 
endless, snowy steppe ; and each evening he sought quarters 
for the night and lay down to sleep. And so, day after day. 
He was not interested in what was happening at the front. He 
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realized that all genuine, serious resistance was over, that the 
majority of the cossacks had no intention of defending even 
their own districts, that, judging by all the signs, the White 
armies were ending their last campaign and, as they had not held 
up the Red advance at the line of the Don, they would be unable 
to hold it up at the Kuban. 

The war was coming to an end. The close was coming 
swiftly and inevitably. The Kuban cossacks were abandoning 
the front in their thousands, scattering to their homes. The 
Don cossacks were smashed. Anaemic with fighting and typhus, 
with three-quarters of its complement gone, the Volunteer 
Army was unable to resist the pressure of the Red Army, as it 
advanced on the wings of success. 

Among the refugees there were rumours that there was grow¬ 
ing indignation at general Denikin’s bestial treatment of the 
members of the Kuban Rada. It was said that the Kuban was 
organizing a rising against the Volunteer Army and that, appar¬ 
ently, negotiations were dready being carried on with repre¬ 
sentatives of the Red Army for the Soviet troops to have un¬ 
hindered passage to the Caucasus. There was a stubborn 
rumour that the people of the Kuban and Terek were extremely 
hostile to the Don cossacks and the Volunteer Army, and that 
already a big fight had occurred between a Don division and 
Kuban cossack infantry. 

At the halts Gregor listened attentively to the talk, and he 
grew every day more and more convinced of the final and in¬ 
evitable defeat of the Whites. And yet, at times he had a 
mournful hope that the danger would compel the disintegrated, 
demoralized and mutually hostile White forces to unite, to renew 
their resistance and throw back the Red forces in their triumphant 
advance. But after the surrender of Rostov he lost that hope, 
and he did not believe the story that after fierce battles close to 
Bataisk the Reds had begun to retreat. Oppressed by his in¬ 
activity, he wanted to link up with some military force. But 
when he suggested this to Prokhor, his orderly resolutely opposed 
the idea. 

“ You’ve gone clean out of your wits, Gregor Pantalievich ! ” 
Prokhor declared indignantly. What the devil should we go 
poking our noses into that hell for ? The question’s settled, you 

G 



182 THE DON FLOWS HOME TO THE SEA 

can see that for yourself. So why should we throw our lives 
away ? Or do you think that the two of us can do any good ? 
So long as we’re not touched and not taken into the army by force, 
we’ve got to go on driving as far as possible and as quickly as 
possible from the sin. No, please let us retreat quietly, like the 
old men do. You and I already have had fighting enough and 
to spare during the past five years ; let others try their hand 
now ! Is that what I got the clap for, to be maimed again at 
the front ? Thank you ! Very kind of you ! I’m so fed up 
with this war that my belly turns over every time I think of it. 
You can join up if you like, but I’m not going to ! In that 
case I’ll go into hospital ; I’ve had enough ! ” 

After a long silence, Gregor said : 

“ As you wish. We’ll drive to the Kuban, and then we’ll 
see.” 

§ 2 § 

Prokhor had his own methods : at every place with a large 
population he sought out the doctor, and brought back powders 
or liquids. But he showed no great desire to get cured of his 
trouble. When Gregor asked him why he took only one powder 
and threw away the rest, treading them diligently into the snow, 
he explained that he did not want to get rid of his disease alto¬ 
gether, but only to keep it from getting worse, as then, if he had 
to have a medical examination it would be easier for him to get 
out of being allocated to a regiment. In one village a worldly- 
wise cossack advised him to cure himself with a brew made from 
ducks’ feet. After that, whenever Prokhor drove into a village 
he asked the first person he met : “Tell me, do you keep ducks 
in this village ? ” When the astonished inhabitant said there 
was no water in the vicinity and so there was no point in their 
keeping ducks, Prokhor hissed with devastating contempt : 
“ You don’t live like human beings ! I suppose you’ve never 
heard a duck quack in all your born days ? You steppe block¬ 
heads ! ” Turning to Gregor, he would add with bitter con¬ 
tempt : “ A priest must have crossed our road. We’re right 
out of luck,. If they’d got any ducks I’d buy one at once at any 
price, or I’d steal one, and then my affairs would be on the mend. 
But now my disease is playing about a bit too much ! At first 



FLIGHT TO THE SEA 


183 

it was amusing, though it wouldn't let me doze on the road. 
But now, curse it, it's becoming an absolute punishment! I 
can’t stay seated in the sledge.” 

When he found that Gregor was quite unsympathetic he 
lapsed into silence, and sometimes, icily incommunicative, drove 
for hours on end without saying a word. 

Exhaustingly long seemed the days spent driving from point 
to point, but still longer were the endless winter nights. Time 
to think over the present and to recall the past Gregor had in 
abundance. He spent hours remembering the swiftly departed 
years of his strange and incoherent life. Sitting in the sledge, 
fixing his misty eyes on the snowy expanses of the oppressively 
silent steppe, or lying at night with closed eyes and clenched 
teeth in some stifling, overcrowded little room, he thought only 
of Aksinia, sick, unconscious, left behind in a little, unknown 
village, and of his kinsfolk back in Tatarsk. B^ck there, in the 
Don region, the Soviet regime had been established, and with 
griping anxiety Gregor continually asked himself: ‘ Surely 

they won’t treat mother or Dunia roughly because of me ? ’ 
He at once reassured himself, recalling that again and again 
on the road he had heard that the Red Army marched in good 
order and behaved decently to the people of the occupied cossack 
districts. His anxiety gradually died away ; the idea that his 
old mother would have to answer for him seemed incredible, 
monstrous, quite unjustified. When he recalled his children 
his heart was clenched with sorrow for a moment; he was 
afraid they would not escape typhus. Yet he felt that, with all 
his love for them, after Natalia’s death no other sorrow could 
shake him so all-powerfully. 

To give the horses a rest, he and Prokhor lived for four days 
in one of the winter huts of the Salsk steppe. During this time 
they more than once discussed what they should do next. They 
had hardly arrived at the hut when Prokhor asked : 

Will our forces hold a front at the Kuban or go on to the 
Caucasus ? What do you think ? ” 

” I don’t know. But does it make any difference to 
you ? ” 

“ A fine idea ! Of course it makes a difference. At this 
rate they’ll drive us right into *some heathen country, some- 
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where under the Turks, and then it’ll be a fine how d’you 
do.” 

“ I’m not Denikin, and don’t ask me where they’ll drive us 
to,” Gregor answered discontentedly. 

“I’m only asking because I’ve heard a rumour that they’ll 
stand on the defensive again at the Kuban river, and set out for 
home in the spring,” 

“ Who’s going to stand on the defensive ? ” Gregor laughed 
sneeringly. 

“ Why, the cossacks and Cadets. Who else is there ? ” 

“ You’re talking rot ! They’ve been having you ; can’t you 
see what’s happening all around ? Everybody’s trying to slip 
off as quickly as possible, and who’s going to put up any 
resistance ? ” 

“ Ah, my lad, I can see for myself that our affairs aren’t 
worth a pinch of snuff, but I still can’t believe it,” Prokhor 
sighed. “ But supposing it comes to a question of sailing to a 
foreign land, or crawling there like a crab, what will you do ? 
Go ? ” 

“ Well, what will you do ? ” 

“ My position is : v/here you go, I go. I’m not going to be 
left behind alone, if everybody else goes.” 

“ That’s just what I was thinking. Once you’ve got yourself 
into a sheep’s pen, you’ve got to hang on to the sheep.” 

“ They . . . the sheep, I mean, sometimes make you look 
a fool by taking you the devil knows where. Drop that sort of 
talk 1 You stick to the point! ” 

“ Don’t keep nagging ! We’ll see when we get there. Why 
should we meet our troubles half-way ? ” 

“Well, and Amen! I shan’t ask you any more,” Prokhor 
agreed. 

But next day, when they went to fetch the horses, he returned 
to his previous conversation. 

“ Have you heard anything about the Greens ? ” he asked 
tentatively, pretending to examine the handle of a pitchfork. 

“ Yes ; but what about them ? ” 

“ Well, what are these Greens that have turned up now ? 
Whose side are they on ? ” 

“The Reds.” 
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“ Then why are they called ‘ Greens ’ ? 

The devil knows ! It seems they hide in the forests, and 
that’s why they’re called ‘ Greens ’ I ” 

“ What do you say to you and me going Green ? ” Prokhor 
hesitantly suggested, after prolonged reflection. 

I don’t particularly want to.” 

‘‘ But apart from the Greens there isn’t any way of getting 
home quickly, is there ? It’s all the same to me whether they’re 
green devils or blue or egg-yellow devils, so long as they’re 
against the war and let the soldiers go home. ...” 

“ Wait a bit longer, and maybe something like that will turn 
up,” Gregor advised. 

§ 3 § 

At the end of January, one misty and thawing noonday, Gregor 
and Prokhor arrived at the village of Belaya Glina. Some 
fifteen thousand refugees were crowded into the village, and a 
good half of them were ill with typhus. Cossacks in short 
English overcoats, in short-cut sheepskins, in long Caucasian 
coats, were striding through the streets in search of quarters and 
food for their horses, and horsemen and sledges were moving 
in all directions. Dozens of emaciated horses stood around the 
mangers in every 5^ard, miserably chewing straw ; in the streets 
and sidelanes were abandoned sledges, army wagonettes, ammuni¬ 
tion chests. As they drove along one of the streets Prokhor 
stared at a highstanding bay horse tethered to a fence, and said : 

“ Why, that’s cousin Andriusha’s horse ! So our Tatarsk 
people must be here.” He nimbly leaped out of the sledge and 
went into the house to inquire. 

A few minutes later Prokhor’s cousin and neighbour, Andrei 
Topolskov, came out of the hut, with his greatcoat flung around 
his shoulders. Accompanied by Prokhor, he gravely strode 
towards the sledge and gave Gregor his black hand, which stank 
of horses’ sweat. 

Are you with our villagers ? ” Gregor asked. 

“ We’re all suffering together.” 

Well, what’s the journey been like ? ” 

** Like everybody else’s. After each stop for the night we 
leave people and horses behind. . . 
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“ Is my father still alive and well ? ” 

Staring past Gregor, Topolskov sighed : 

‘‘ Fve got bad news, Gregor Pantalievich . . . very bad. . . . 
Say prayers for your father : he yielded his soul to God yester¬ 
day evening. He’s dead. ...” 

“ Is he buried ? ” Gregor asked, turning pale. 

‘‘ I can’t say. I haven’t been round there yet to-day. I’ll 
show you the house. . . . Keep to the right, cousin ; the 
fourth house on the right from the corner.” 

Prokhor drove up to a large house with a sheet-iron roof 
and halted the horses by the fence. But Topolskov advised 
him to drive into the yard. 

“ They’re crowded a bit here too, with some twenty men. 
But you’ll find room somewhere,” he said as he jumped out 
of the sledge to open the gate. 

Gregor was the first to enter the fiercely heated room. 
Acquaintances from his village were lying and sitting closely 
packed on the floor. Some were mending boots or harness ; 
three of them, including old Beskhlebnov, with whom Pan- 
taleimon had driven, were eating soup at a table. At the sight 
of Gregor the cossacks rose and answered his curt greeting in 
chorus. 

“ Where’s my father ? ” he asked, taking ofF his fur cap and 
looking around the room. 

I’ve got bad news. . . . Pantaleimon Prokoffievich is 
dead,” Beskhlebnov quietly answered. He laid down his spoon, 
wiped his mouth with the sleeve of his coat, and crossed himself. 
“ He went last night ; may God take him to himself.” 

“ I know. Is he buried yet ? ” 

‘‘ Not yet. We were going to bury him to-day, but he’s still 
here. We carried him into the best room, where it’s cold. 
This way.” Beskhlebnov opened the door to the next room, 
and said as though apologizing : “ The cossacks didn’t want to 
spend the night in the same room ; it’s made them feel a bit 
down in the mouth, and besides, he’s better here. . . . This 
room isn’t heated.” 

In the spacious best room there was a strong smell of hemp 
seeds and mice. All one corner was filled with a heap of millet 
and hemp ; barrels of flour and butter were standing on a bench. 
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Pantaleimon ProkofBevich lay on a horsecloth in the middle of 
the room. Gregor drew Beskhlebnov aside, went into the room, 
and halted by his father. 

“ Two weeks he was ill,” Beskhlebnov told him in an under¬ 
tone. “ He was knocked over by typhus away back in Mechetka. 
And this is where your father has found his rest. . . . Such is 
our life. ...” 

Bending down, Gregor gazed at his father. The features of 
the v;ell-known face had been changed by illness and had grown 
strangely unlike, unfamiliar. Pantaleimon’s pale, sunken cheeks 
were overgrov/n with a grey scrub, his moustache hung low over 
the mouth, the eyes were half closed, and the bluish enamel of 
the whites had already lost their sparkling vitality and gleam. 
The old man’s lower jaw was tied up wdth a red neckerchief, 
and against the red material the grey curly hair of the beard 
seemed still whiter, more silvery. 

Gregor dropped to his knees to take one last attentive look 
and to fix that dear face in his memory, and involuntarily shud¬ 
dered with horror and disgust: over Pantaleimon’s grey, waxen 
face, filling the sockets of the eyes, the furrows of the cheeks, 
lice were crawling. They covered the face with a living, moving 
film ; they s^varmed in the beard, stirred among the eyebrows 
and lay in a grey layer over the stiff collar of his blue jacket. 


§ 4 § 

Gregor and tw’o other cossacks pecked out a grave with crow¬ 
bars in the frozen, iron-hard, clayey loam. Prokhor knocked a 
rough coffin together from bits of wood. At the close of the 
day they carried Pantaleimon Prokoffievich out and buried 
him in the alien, Stavropol earth. And an hour later, as lights 
were already being lighted in the village, Gregor drove out of 
Belaya Glina in the direction of Novopokrov. 

In Koronovsky village he felt unwell. Prokhor spent half 
a day looking for a doctor, and at last succeeded in finding some 
half-drunk military surgeon and, after some difficulty, persuad¬ 
ing him to come to the hut. Without removing his great¬ 
coat the doctor examined Gregor, felt his pulse, and confidently 
declared : 
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“ Relapsing typhus. I advise you, captain, to cut short your 
journey, otherwise you’ll die on the road.” 

“To wait for the Reds ? ” Gregor smiled wryly. 

“ Well, we must assume that the Reds are still some distance 
off.” 

“ But they’ll be near.” 

“ I don’t doubt that. But it would be better for you 
to remain. I would choose that as the lesser of the two 
evils.” 

“ No, I’ll go on somehow,” Gregor said resolutely, and 
put on his tunic. " “You’ll give me some medicine, won’t 
you ? ” 

“ Go on if you like ; it’s your affair. I was bound to give 
you my advice, but after that you can do as you please. 
As for medicine, the best of all would be rest and atten¬ 
tion. I could give you a prescription, but the chemist has 
evacuated, and I’ve got nothing but chloroform, iodine and 
spirit.” 

“ Well, give me some spirit, then ! ” 

“ With pleasure. You’ll die on the road in any case, so the 
spirit won’t make any difference. Send your orderly with me, 
and I’ll let you have a thousand grammes ; I’m good- 
natured. ...” The doctor saluted, and went out with an 
uncertain stride. 

Prokhor brought the spirit, got hold of a pair-horsed wagonette 
from somewhere or other, harnessed up the horses, and reported 
with gloomy irony as he entered the room : 

“ The carriage waits, your Excellency ! ” 

And once more the oppressive, dreary days dragged on from 
one to another. 


§ 5 § 

In the Kuban a hurried southern spring was coming from 
the foothills of the Caucasus. In the steppe plains the snow 
suddenly melted, laying bare thawed patches of shining black 
earth ; the streams chattered with silvery voices, the road was 
speckled with snow-puddles, the far azure distances had a 
springlike gleam, and the spacious Kuban heaven grew deeper, 
bluer, warmer. 
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Within a couple of days the winter wheat lay bare to the sun ; 
a white mist arose over the ploughed lands. The horses 
squelched along the miry road and sank over their fetlocks in 
the mud, getting stranded in the ruts, straining their backs, 
steaming with sweat. Prokhor thoughtfully tied up their tails, 
and often climbed out of the wagonette and walked alongside, 
forcibly pulling his feet out of the mud, and muttering : 

This isn’t mud, it’s clinging tar, God’s truth I The horses 
don’t get a chance of drying from one spot to another.” 

Gregor was silent, lying in the wagonette, shivering and 
wrapping himself up. But Prokhor found the journey boring 
without someone to talk to ; he touched Gregor by the foot 
or sleeve, and said : 

“ This mud here is the limit ! Get out and try it ! And 
then you’ll be glad to be ill.” 

“ Go to the devil ! ” Gregor whispered almost inaudibly. 

Whenever they fell in with someone, Prokhor asked : 

“ Is the mud any worse farther on, or just the same ? ” 

They answered with a laugh and a joke, and Prokhor, satisfied 
to exchange a word or two with a living man, walked on for a 
time in silence, frequently halting the horses, and wiping the 
granular, juicy sweat from his brown forehead. From time to 
time they were overtaken by horsemen, and Prokhor felt that 
he must halt them, to exchange greetings. He always ended by 
saying : ^ ^ 

You’re wasting time by going on. ... You can’t ride at 
all farther on. Why not ? Why, because the mud’s so thick 
there, so I’m told by people coming from those parts, that 
horses have to swim up to their bellies, wagon wheels won’t 
turn, and short people walking along fall and drown in the mud 
on the very road. A docktailed bitch may lie, but I don’t. 
Why are we going on ? We can’t do anything else ; I’m taking 
along a sick bishop, and of course he and the Reds couldn’t 
live together. ...” 

The majority of the horsemen cheerfully swore at Prokhor 
and rode on. But others stopped to stare hard at him, and 
made some insulting remark, such as : 

“ So the fools are retreating from the Don too ? Is everybody 
in your district like you ? ” 
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One Kuban cossack, who had got separated from his party, 
grew seriously annoyed with Prokhor for holding him back 
with such nonsensical talk. He was about to bring his whip 
down across Prokhor *s face, but with extraordinary agility 
Prokhor jumped on to the wagonette, snatched his carbine 
from under the horsecloth, and laid it across his knees. The 
Kuban cossack rode off swearing violently, while, roaring with 
laughter, Prokhor bawled after him : 

This isn't like Tsaritsyn, where you could hide in the 
maize ! You block, you sleeveless ninny ! Pley, come back, 
you hominy-porridge 1 Tuck up your overall, or you'll be 
dragging it in the mud 1 Taken to wing, chicken-killer ? You 
female ham ! I haven’t got a dirty cartridge, or I’d send it 
to you ! Drop your whip, d’you hear } ” 

Prokhor was half silly with boredom an3 inactivity, and he 
found his own way of amusing himself. 

§ 6 § 

From the first day of his illness Gregor lived as though in a 
dream. He lost consciousness at times, then came round again. 
At one such moment, when he had recovered his senses after 
long oblivion, Prokhor bent over him. 

“ Are you still alive ? ” he asked, gazing commiserately into 
Gregor’s filmy eyes. 

The sun was glittering above them. Now crowding together, 
then stretching out into a broken, velvety black line, flocks of 
dark-winged barnacle geese flew' ciying through the deep blue 
of the sky. The w'armed earth, the young grass, gave off a 
stupefying scent. Breathing rapidly, Gregor avidly drew the 
invigorating spring air into his lungs. Prokhor’s voice only 
faintly reached his ears, and everything around him seemed 
unreal, incredibly diminished, distant. Behind them, muffled 
by distance, gunshots thundered hollowly. Net far away the 
wheels of an iron wagon chassis rattled harmoniously and 
measuredly, horses snorted and neighed, human voices W'erc 
to be heard. He caught a pungent scent of baked bread, of 
hay, of horses’ sweat. All this came to Gregor’s consciousness 
as though from another w'orld. Exerting all his will, he listened 
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to Prokhor’s voice, and with the greatest of effort he realized 
that his orderly was asking him: 

Would you like a drink of milk ? ** 

Hardly moving his tongue, Gregor licked his parched lips, 
feeling that a thick cold fluid with a familiar fresh taste was 
being poured into his mouth. After several sips he clenched 
his teeth. Prokhor stoppered the flask and bent over Gregor 
again ; and by the movement of Prokhor’s weather-beaten lips 
Gregor guessed rather than heard the question he asked : 

“ Don’t you think I ought to leave you at this village ? It’s 
hard going for you, isn’t it ? ” 

A look of suffering and anxiety appeared on Gregor’s face ; 
once more he summoned all his will and whispered : 

“ Carry me on . . . until I die. . . .” 

From Prokhor’s face he realized that he had been heard and, 
reassured, he closed his eyes, accepting unconsciousness as a 
relief, sinking into the dense darkness of oblivion, departing 
from‘all this tumultuous, noisy world. . . . 


CHAPTER VI 

§i§ 

Along all the road as far as the village of Abinskaya Gregor 
remembered only one thing : one pitch-dark night he was 
awakened by the sharp, penetrating cold. Wagons were moving 
several abreast along the road. Judging by the voices, by the 
incessant, muffled chatter of the wheels, the train of wagons was 
enormous. The wagon on which he was riding was some¬ 
where in the middle. The horses were moving at a walking 
pace. Prokhor clacked his tongue, and occasionally, in a frozen 
voice, called hoarsely: “ Now, children I ” and waved his 

knout. Gregor heard the thin whistle of the leather knout, 
felt the horses pull more strongly on the traces, making the 
swinging trees rattle, and the wagon rolled along more swiftly, 
sometimes knocking the end of the centre-pole against the back 
of the britchka in front. 
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With an effort Gregor pulled the ends of the sheepskin around 
himself, and lay on his back. Across the inky sky the wind was 
driving massive, rolling clouds southward. Very rarely a single 
star flamed out for a moment in a yellow spark through a tiny 
gap in the clouds, then the impenetrable darkness once more 
enveloped the steppe, the wind whistled mournfully in the 
telegraph wires, a rare and fine beady rain broke and fell to the 
ground. 

On the right hand side of the road a column of cavalry was 
marching. Gregor caught the long familiar, unisonous, rhythmic 
clink of tightly-braced cossack equipment, the muffled and 
unisonbus squelch of innumerable horsehoofs in the mud. 
Not more than two squadrons had passed, but the thud of 
horsehoofs still sounded : a regiment must be riding by at 
the roadside. Suddenly, in front, the coarse, valiant voice of 
a solo singer flew up like a bird over the silent steppe : 

Oi, down by the river, brothers, down by Kamyshinka, 

On the glorious steppe, the boundless steppe of Saratov, . . . 

Many hundreds of voices took up the ancient cossack song, 
and high above all danced a tenor accompaniment of astonishing 
power and beauty. Covering the basses as they died away, the 
ringing tenor still fluttered somewhere in the darkness clutching 
at the heart. But the soloist was already beginning the next 
verse : 

There the cossacks lived and spent their lives as men of freedom. 

All the Don, the Greben, and the Yaitsk cossacks. . . . 

Inside Gregor something seemed to snap. A sudden spasm 
of tears shook his body ; his throat was clutched with con¬ 
vulsive sorrow. Choking back his tears, he greedily waited for 
the solo singer to begin, and soundlessly whispered after him 
words he had known ever since childhood : 

And their ataman was Yertnak, so?i of Timofei, 

While their captain was Astashka, son of Lavrentei. . . . 

The moment the solo singer struck up the first words of the 
song the cossacks travelling on the wagons ceased talking, the 
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drivers stopped urging on their horses, and that train of thou¬ 
sands of wagons moved along in a profound, a sensitive silence. 
Only the clatter of the wheels and the squelch of horsehoofs 
kneading the mud was to be heard as the soloist, carefully 
enunciating the syllables, sang the first words of each verse. 
A single ancient song which had outlived the ages lived and 
ruled over the sombre steppe. In artless, simple words it told 
of the free cos sack ancestors who at one time had fearlessly 
shattered the Tsarist troops, who had wandered along the Don 
and thn Volga in their light piratic barges, pillaging the Tsarist 
ships, “ squeezing ” the merchants, the nobles and the governors, 
humbling distant Siberia. And the descendants of the free 
Cossacks, shamefully retreating after being broken in an in¬ 
glorious war against the people of Russia, listened to the mighty 
song in a gloomy silence. 

'Fhe regiment passed on. Overtaking the wagons, the singers 
rode far beyond the refugees. But for a long time afterwards 
the wagons rolled on in an enchanted silence, and no talk came 
from them, nor shout at the weary horses. But, out of the 
darkness, the song floated back from afar and spread spaciously, 
like the Don in flood : 

. . . All their thoughts they thought as one. 

And as the summer passed^ the warmth of summer^ 

And winter came, brothers, the chilly winter. 

How and where, brothers, shall we spend that winter? 

To move on to the Yaik is a long, long inarch, 

And if we wander along the Volga, all will think us thieves: 

If on to Kazan city we go, there is the Tsar : 

Like the menacing Tsar, Ivan Vasilievich. . . . 

Now the singers were no longer to be heard, but the accom¬ 
paniment rang out, died down, and again flew up. All listened 
to it in the same tense and moody silence. 


§ 2 § 

And also, as though in a dream, Gregor remembered coming 
to his senses in a warm room. Without opening his eyes, in 
all his body he felt the pleasant freshness of clean bed linen ; 
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the strong smell of some medicine tickled his nose. At 
first he thought he was in a hospital; but from the next 
room came a burst of unrestrainable masculine laughter,' the 
clatter of utensils, and drunken voices. Some familiar bass 
voice said : 

“ . . . And you’re a clever one ! You should have found 
out where our regiment was, and we’d have helped. Well, 
drink up ! What the devil are you hanging fire for ? ” 

Prokhor answered in a tearful, drunlcen voice : 

“ By God, how was I to know } Do you think I found it 
easy nursing him ? I fed him with sips, as though he was a 
little baby, and gave him milk to drink, by the true Christ I 
I chewed his bread for him and thrust it into his mouth, by 
God I did ! I opened his teeth with the point of my sabre. 
And one time I began to pour milk into his throat, and he choked 
and all but died. ... I can’t bear to thinlc of it.” 

Did you give him a bath yesterday ? ” 

‘‘ I ^ave him a bath and ran the clippers over his hair, and 
spent all I had on milk. . . . Not that I regret it, you can 
have every bit of it for all I care. But to ciiew his food and 
feed him by hand ! D’you think that’s easy ? Don’t say it 
was, or I’ll strike you, for all your rank.” 

Prokhor, Kharlampyi Yermakov and Piotra Bogatiriev, his 
grey Caracoul fur cap thrust on the back of his head, his face 
as red as a beetroot, also Platon Ryabchikov and two other 
strange cossacks, came into Gregor’s room. 

” He’s awake ! ” Yermakov gave a mad shout, making with 
uncertain steps towards Gregor. 

Shaking a bottle and weeping, the dashing and merry Platon 
Ryabchikov bawled : 

“ Grisha! Dear old lad 1 D’ 3 ^ou remember how we 
galloped along the Chira ? And how we fought! Where has 
our glor)^ gone ? What are the generals making of us and 
what have they done with our army ? Curse them ! Have 
you come round ? Here, drink, you’ll feel better at once. 
It’s pure spirit 1 ” 

“ We found you despite yourself! ” Yermakov muttered, his 
black, oily eyes glittering joyously. He dropped heavily on to 
Gregor’s bed, crushing it under his weight. 
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“ Where are we ? ** Gregor asked faintly, shifting his eyes 
with difficulty, passing them over the cossacks’ familiar faces. 

<< We’ve captured Yekaterinodar ! We’re retreating farther 
soon ! Drink, Gregor Pantalievich I Our old pal! Get up, 
for God’s sake I I can’t bear to see you lying there ! ” Ryab- 
chikov fell on Gregor’s feet. But Bogatiriev, who was smiling 
silently and seemed to be more sober than the others, seized him 
by his belt, easily lifted him, and carefully laid him down on the 
floor. 

“ Take the bottle from him ! It’ll be wasted ! ” Yermakov 
exclaimed in alarm. With a broad, drunken smile, turning to 
Gregor he said : “ D’you know what we’re drinlting ? As the 
cossacks have got to live in a foreign land we looted a wine 
warehouse, so as it shouldn’t fall into the Reds’ hands ! And 
the stuff we found ! You wouldn’t believe it ... ! We 
fired at a cistern with our rifles and made a hole in it, and spirit 
poured out of it like out of a tap. We riddled the cistern with 
bullets, and each man stood by a hole, putting caps, pails and 
flasks under them, while others caught it straight into their 
palms and drank on the spot. We sabred the two volunteers 
guarding the warehouse, and got to the stuff, and then the 
fun began. I saw one brave little cossack climb on to the top 
of the cistern, evidently intending to draw out spirit through 
the top with a horse-bucket. But he fell in and was drowned. 
The floor was a concrete one, the spirit poured all over it up to 
our knees, and the cossacks went wading about in the liquor, 
bending down and drinking like horses in a stream, from right 
under their feet. And they lay down on the spot. . . . There’ll 
be more than one drink himself to death 1 And we did ourselves 
proud there too ! We don’t need much : we rolled back a barrel 
holding a good five bucketfuls, and that’s enough for us. Drink 
your fill, my soul ! In any case our Gentle Don is finished. 
Platon all but got drowned. They flung him down on the 
floor and held him by his feet. He took a couple of mouthfuls 
and was ready to snuff out. I pulled him away by sheer 
force ! ” 

All of them smelt strongly of spirit, onion and tobacco. Gregor 
had a slight feeling of nausea, of dizziness. Smiling a weak, 
exhausted smile, he closed his eyes. 



CHAPTER VII 


§I§ 

H E LAY a week in Yekaterinodar, in a house belonging to an 
acquaintance of Bogatiriev, slowly recovering after his illness. 
Then, as Prokhor said, “ he began to mend,” and at the village 
of Abinskaya he sat a horse for the first time during all the 
retreat. 

Novorossisk was being evacuated. Steamers were trans¬ 
porting the Russian moneybags, landowners, generals^ families 
and influential politicians into Turkey. Ships were being 
loaded day and night at all the quays. Junkers were v/orking 
as gangs of stevedores, filling the steamers’ holds with military 
property and the trunks and boxes of the refugee notables. 

The forces of the Volunteer Army outstripped the Don and 
Kuban cossacks in the flight, and were the first to arrive at 
Novorossisk. They crowded on to the transport vessels. The 
staff of the Volunteer Army prudently betook themselves to the 
British Dreadnought which had arrived at the port. Fighting 
was going on close to Tonnelnaya. Tens of thousands of 
refugees thronged the streets of the town. Military forces 
continued to arrive. There was an indescribable press of 
people at the quays. Abandoned horses wandered in droves 
of thousands over the lime slopes of the hills surrounding 
Novorossisk. The streets around the harbour were piled high 
with cossack saddles, equipment and military property, all of 
which was no longer wanted by anyone. Rumours sped through 
the town that only the Volunteer Army was to be taken on board 
the vessels, while the Don and Kuban cossacks would have to 
proceed by forced marches to Georgia. 

On the morning of March 25th, 1920, Gregor and Platon 
Ryabchikov went to the quay to find out whether the forces 
of the Second Don Corps would be embarked. The previous 
evening the rumour had spread among the cossacks that general 
Denikin had issued the order to carry to the Crimea all the 
Don cossacks who had retained their equipment and horses. 

The quay was a solid mass of Kalmyks from the Salsk region. 

196 
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They had driven droves of horses and camels from Manich 
and Sal, and had carried their wooden dwelling huts as far as the 
sea. Turning up their noses at the sour scent of sheep-fat 
given off by this crowd, Gregor and Ryabchikov approached 
the gangway of a large transport steamer moored alongside the 
quay. The gangways were guarded by a reinforced guard of 
officers from the Markov division. Don cossack artillerymen 
were crowded close by, awaiting embarkation. The stern of the 
vessel was littered with guns under khaki tarpaulins. Forcibly 
pushing his way through the crowd, Gregor asked a youthful- 
looking, black-moustached sergeant: 

“ What is this battery, friend ? ** 

The sergeant gave Gregor a sidelong look, and reluctantly 
answered. 

“The 36th.” 

“ From Kargin } ” 

“ Yes.” 

“ Who’s in charge of the embarkation ? ” 

“Why, there he stands by the rail. Some colonel, he is.” 

Ryabchikov pulled Gregor’s sleeve, and angrily said : 

“ Let’s go, and they can go to the devil ! D’you think you’ll 
get any sense out of this lot ? They needed us when we were 
fighting, but they’ve got no use for us now. ...” 

The sergeant smiled, and winked at the artillerymen drawn 
up in line ; 

“ You’re lucky, , men ! They’re even turning down the 
officers ! ” 

The colonel in charge of embarkation operations swiftly came 
down the gangway ; after him hurried a baldheaded official in 
an expensive, unbuttoned sheepskin. The man imploringly 
pressed his catskin cap to his chest, and made some remark. 
There was such a beseeching expression on his sweaty face and 
in his shortsighted eyes that the colonel turned away and shouted 
roughly ; 

“ I’ve already told you once ! Don’t pester me, or I’ll give 
orders for you to be taken to the shore. You’ve lost your 
wits ! Where the devil can we put your rubbish ? Are you 
blind ? You can see what’s happening. Oh, go away ! For 
God’s sake go and complain to general Denikin himself, if you 
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like! IVe said I can’t . . . and I can’t! Don’t you under¬ 
stand Russian ? ” 

Turning to rid himself of the importunate official, the colonel 
made to pass Gregor. Gregor barred his way and, putting 
his hand to the peak of his cap, agitatedly asked : 

“ Can officers count on being embarked ? ” 

“ Not on this vessel. There’s no room.” 

** Then on which one ? ” 

“You’ll find out at the evacuation point.” 

“We’ve been there, but they don’t know anything.” 

“Nor do I know. Let me pass ! ” 

“But you’re embarking the 36th battery. Why isn’t there 
room for us ? ” 

“ Let me pass, I tell you ! I’m not an information bureau ! ” 
The colonel tried to push Gregor gently aside, but Gregor had 
planted his feet firmly apart. Bluish sparks flamed up and 
died away again in his eyes. 

“ So you don’t need us now ? But you did before, didn’t 
you ? Take your hand away : you won’t shift me ! ” 

The colonel gazed into Gregor’s eyes, and looked round ; 
the Markov men standing with crossed rifles at the gangway 
could hardly restrain the surging crowd. Staring past Gregor, 
the colonel asked wearily : 

“ What is your regiment ? ” 

“I’m from the 19th Don regiment, the others are from 
various regiments.” 

“ How many of you are there altogether ? ” 

“Ten.” 

“ I can’t. There’s no room.” 

Ryabchikov saw Gregor’s nostrils quivering as he said in an 
undertone : 

“ What game are you playing, you cur ? You rearlouse ! 
Let us pass at once, or . . 

‘ Grisha will cut him down in a minute ! ’ Ryabchikov 
thought with angry satisfaction. But, seeing two Markov men 
hurrying to rescue the colonel, clearing a way through the crowd 
with their rifle-butts, he touched Gregor’s sleeve : 

“ Don’t get mixed up with him, Gregor ! Come on. ...” 

“ You’re an idiot ! And you shall answer for your con- 
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duct ! the colonel said, his face going white. Turning to the 
Markov men, he pointed to Gregor : 

“ Gentlemen, arrest this epileptic! You must establish 
order here ! Tve got urgent business with the commandant, 
and here IVe got to stand listening to all kinds of pleasantries 
from all kinds of . . He hurriedly slipped past Gregor. 

A tall Markov man with neatly trimmed moustaches, wearing 
captain’s epaulettes on his blue tunic, went right up to Gregor 
and demanded : 

“ What do you wan: ? Why are you violating discipline ? ” 
‘‘ A place on the steamer : that’s what I want.” 

“ Where is your regiment ? ” 

“ I don’t know.” 

“ Show me your document.” 

The second man, a young, puffy-faced youngster in pince-nez, 
said in a quavering bass : 

“ We must take him to the guardroom. Don’t waste time, 
Visotsky.” 

The captain carefully read Gregor’s document, and returned it. 
“ You must find your regiment. I advise you to clear out 
of here and not to interfere with the embarkation operations. 
W’e have been ordered to arrest all, irrespective of their rank, 
who violate discipline or interfere with the embarkation.” 
The captain pursed up his lips and, giving Ryabchikov a sidelong 
glance, bent to Gregor’s ear and whispered : “I would advise 
you to have a talk with the commander of the 36th battery. 
Stand in their ranks, and you’ll get on the steamer.” 

Ryabchikov, who had heard the captain’s whisper, said in a 
cheerful voice : 

” You go to the Kargin men, and I’ll run and fetch the lads. 
What else shall I bring besides your saddlebags ? ” 

” We’ll go together,” Gregor said unconcernedly. 

§ 2 § 

* On the way back they met a cossack acquaintance from Sem- 
enovsky village. He was driving a huge wagonload of baked 
bread, covered by a tarpaulin, to the quay. Ryabchikov called 
to the man : 

“ Hallo, Fiodot! What are you carrying there ? ” 
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** Ah, Platon, and Gregor Pantalievich! Greetings ! Fm 
supplying my regiment with bread for the road. WeVe had it 
baked in a hurry, or we’d have had only porridge to eat all the 
way.” 

Gregor went up to the wagon, and asked : 

“ Are your loaves all weighed by weight, or are they counted ? ” 
“ Who the devil’s counted it ? Why, do you want some 
bread ? ” 

“ Yes.” 

“ Take some, then.” 

“ How many can I have ? ” 

As many as you can carry ; there is plenty here ! ” 
Ryabchikov watched in amazement as Gregor took loaf after 
loaf and, unable to restrain his curiosity, asked at last : 

“ What the hell are you taking so much for ? ” 

“ I need it,” Gregor answered curtly. 

He asked the driver for two sacks, put the bread into them, 
thanked him for his kindness and, after saying good-bye, ordered 
Ryabchikov : 

‘‘ Pick one up ; we’ll carry it.” 

“ You aren’t intending to spend the winter here, are you ? ” 
Ryabchikov asked humorously, as he tumbled the sack across 
his shoulder. 

“ It isn’t for me.” 

“ Then who is it for ? ” 

“ My horse.” 

Ryabchikov neatly swung the sack to the ground, and asked 
in bewilderment : 

“ Are you joking ? ” 

“No, I’m quite serious.” 

“ So you . . . What have you got in your mind, Pantalievich ? 
Are you intending to remain behind ? Is that the idea ? ” 

“ You’ve got it. Pick up the sack, and let’s go on. My 
horse has got to be fed ; he’s already chewed all the manger. 
A horse may be of value yet, you can’t serve on foot.” * 
As far as their quarters Ryabchikov did not say another word, 
but groaned and shifted the sack from shoulder to shoulder. 
As they went up to the wicket-gate he asked : 

“ Will you tell the boys ? ” Without waiting for an answer. 
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in an aggrieved tone he said : ‘‘ You’ve got a fine idea into your 
head ! But how about us ? ” 

“ That’s for you to decide,” Gregor answered with affected 
unconcern. “ If they won’t take us, if they can’t find room for 
us, well, they needn’t! What the hell do we want them for, to 
cling on to ? We’ll stay behind. We’ll try our luck. Do get 
on ; what have you got stuck in the wicket-gate for ? ” 

“ A fine way of talking to me. ... I didn’t even see the 
wicket-gate ! Well, it’s a funny business ! You’ve given me 
a fine clout on the ear, Grisha ! Knocked me down with a 
feather ! And there I was thinking : ‘ What the devil has he 
asked for all that bread for ? ’ Now our lads will find out and 
get all worked up.” 

“ Well, and how about you ? Won’t you remain } ” Gregor 
was curious to know. 

“ What are you thinking of ? ” Ryabchikov exclaimed in 
alarm. 

You think it over ! ” 

“ There’s nothing to think about. I’ll go off without talking 
it over, while I’ve got the chance. I’ll attach myself to the Kargin 
battery and clear out.” 

You’ll regret it! ” 

“ Oh, yes, of course 1 I value my head more than that, 
brother ! I’ve got no desire to have the Reds try their execu¬ 
tioners on it! ” 

“ But do think it over, Platon. The position is . . .” 

Don’t talk about it. I’m going off at once.” 

“Well, as you wish. I won’t try to argue with you,” 
Gregor said irritably, and was the first to stride towards the 
stone steps leading to the porch. 

Yermakov, Prokhor and Bogatiriev were all out. The mistress 
of the house, an elderly, hunchbacked Armenian woman, said 
the Cossacks had gone off saying they would be back soon. 
Keeping on his outdoor clothes Gregor cut up a loaf of bread 
•into great chunks and went out to the horses in the stable. He 
divided the bread into two portions and gave half to his own 
and half to Prokhor’s horse. He had just picked up the bucket 
to bring some water when Ryabchikov appeared at the stable 
door. In the folds of his greatcoat Platon was carefully carrying 
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bread broken into large pieces. Scenting its master, his horse 
gave a brief snort. Ryabchikov silently passed the quietly smiling 
Gregor and, without looking up, said as he rolled the pieces of 
bread into the manger : 

“ Don't bare your teeth like that, please I If you show such 
an example, then Fve got to feed my horse too. D'you think 
Fd be glad to go ? Fd have to take myself by my own collar 
and run myself to that damned steamer ! I wouldn't get there 
any other way. It’s living fear that's driving me on. . . . 
Fve only got one head on my shoulders, haven’t I ? God grant 
I don’t get this one cut off ; a second wouldn’t grow in time 
for the Day of our Lady ! ” 


§ 3 § 

Prokhor and the others did not return until late in the after¬ 
noon. Yermakov w’as carrying a huge bottle of spirit, while 
Prokhor had a kitbag full of hermetically-scaled flasks containing 
a thick yellow liquid. 

“We’ve done a fine day’s work ! Enough for all night ! ” 
Yermakov boasted, as he pointed to the bottle. He went on to 
explain : “ We came across a military doctor who asked us to 
help him carry medical goods from a warehouse to the quay. 
The stevedores had refused to work, and there were only Junkers 
dragging things from the warehouse, so we teamed up with 
them. The doctor paid us for our help with spirit, but Proklior 
pinched these flasks ! By God, I’m not joking ! ” 

“ But what’s in them ? ” Ryabchikov asked inquisitively. 

“ That’s purer than spirit, brother! " Prokhor shook up 
the flasks and held them to the light, revealing a thick fluid 
bubbling inside the dark glass, and ended in a self-satisfied tone : 
“ That’s nothing but expensive foreign wine. They only give 
it to the sick ... so a Junker woman who knows English told 
me. We’ll get on board the steamer, drink in our misery, 
strike up ‘ My Dear Beloved Country,’ and drink all the way 
to the Crimea. And we’ll throw the flasks into the sea." 

“ Hurry up and embark, or they’ll have to hold up the steamer 
for you, and won’t get away. * Where’s Prokhor Zykov, the 
hero of heroes ? We can’t sail without him 1 ’ they’ll be s,aying," 
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Ryabchikov said v/ith a sneer. Pointing a yellow, smoke- 
stained finger at Gregor, he added : “He’s changed his mind 
about going. And so have I.” 

“ You don’t say ? ” Prokhor groaned, almost dropping a 
flask in his amazement. 

“ What’s all this ? What have you got into your head now ? ” 
Yermakov asked, frowning and staring fixedly at Gregor. 

“ We’ve decided not to go.” 

“ Why ? ” 

“ Because there isn’t any room for us.” 

“ If there isn’t to-day, there will be to-morrow,” Bogatiriev 
said confidently. 

“ Have you been to the quay ? ” 

“ Well, what about it ? ” 

“ Have you seen what’s happening there ? ” 

“Well, yes.” 

“ Well, well ! If you’ve seen, v/hat is there to explain ? 
They v/ould only take me and Ryabchikov, and then a volunteer 
told us we were to fall in with the Kargin battery, otherwise it 
wouldn’t be possible.” 

“ It hasn’t embarked yet, has it . . . the battery, I mean ? ” 
Bogatiriev asked swiftly. Learning that the men of the battery 
were standing in line awaiting embarkation, he at once made 
ready to go. He packed his linen, spare trousers and a tunic 
in his kitbag, added some bread, and said good-bye. 

“ Stay with us, Piotra ! ” Yermakov advised him. “ There’s 
no point in breaking up the party.” 

Without answering, Bogatiriev held out his hand, bowed 
once more at the door, and said : “ Keep well ! If it’s God’s 
will we shall meet again.” Then he ran out. 

After his departure there was a long, unpleasant silence in 
the room. Yermakov went into the kitchen to see the mistress, 
brought back four glasses, silently poured spirit into them, set 
a great copper teapot filled with cold water on the table, cut up 
bacon-fat and, still not saying a word, sat down at the table, 
rested his head on his elbows, gazed numbly at his feet for 
several minutes, drank some water straight from the teapot 
spout, and asked hoarsely : 

“ Why does the water always stink of paraffin in the Kuban ? ” 
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Nobody answered. Ryabchikov wiped the steamy blade 
of his sabre with a clean twig, Gregor rummaged in his bag, 
Prokhor abstractedly gazed out of the window at the bare slopes 
of the hills sprinkled with droves of horses. 

“ Sit down at the table and let’s drink.” Without waiting 
for the others, Yermakov flung half a glass of spirit down his 
throat and took a drink of water. Chewing a piece of bacon, 
looking at Gregor with more cheerful eyes, he asked : 

“ I suppose the Red comrades won’t make mincemeat of us ? ” 

“ They won’t kill all of us. More than a thousand men 
will be left behind here,” Gregor answered. 

“I’m not worrying about all of us,” Yermakov laughed. 
“I’m only concerned with my own skin.” 

When they had drunk plentifully the conversation took a 
more cheerful turn. But a little later Bogatiriev unexpectedly 
returned, frowning and sullen, his face blue with cold. He 
flung dov/n a whole bale of nev^-looking English tunics at the 
door, and silently began to undress. 

“ Welcome back ! ” Prokhor said viciously, with a bow. 

Bogatiriev shot an angry glance at him, and said with a 
sigh; 

“ If every one of these Denikin men and other bastards were 
to plead with me I wouldn’t go ! I stood in the queue, got 
frozen stiff, and all for nothing. They stopped short just in 
front of me. There were two men left in front of me, and they 
took one and not the other. Half the battery’s been left behind. 
What d’you call that ? ” 

“ That’s the way they deal with the likes of us ! ” Yermakov 
burst into a roar of laughter and, splashing the liquid out of 
the bottle, poured out a full glass of spirit for Bogatiriev. “ Here, 
drink to your misery ! Or will ^’■ou wait for them to come and 
ask you to go ? Look out of the window ! * That’s not general 
Wrangel coming for you, is it ? ” 

Without answering Bogatiriev sucked the spirit through his 
teeth. He was in no humour for jokes. But Yermakov and 
Ryabchikov, both of them half drunk, regaled the old Armenian 
woman on spirit until she could hold no more, then talked of 
going out to find an accordion player somewhere or other. 

“ You’d better go to the station,” Bogatiriev advised them. 
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** They Ve opening up the trucks. There’s a whole trainful of 
uniforms going begging.” 

“ What the devil do we want your uniforms for ? ” Yermakov 
shouted. “ The tunics you’ve brought along will be enough 
for us. They’ll strip us of anything extra in any case. Piotra I 
You hound ! We’ve decided to go over to the Reds, under¬ 
stand ? Are we cossacks or what ? If the Reds allow us to 
live we’ll go and serve them. We’re Don cossacks ! Cossacks 
of the purest blood, without any mixture I Fighting’s our job 1 
Do you know how I wield my sabre ? Like a cabbage-stump ! 
Stand up, and I’ll try my hand on you I What, feeling too weak ? 
It’s all the same to us whom we sabre, so long as we can sabre 
someone. That’s true, isn’t it, Melekhov ? ” 

“ Don’t worry ! ” Gregor answered wearily. 

His bloodshot eyes squinting, Yermakov tried to get at his 
sabre, which was lying on a chest. Bogatiriev good-humouredly 
pushed him away, and asked : 

‘‘ Don’t rage too much, Anika the Warrior, or I’ll quieten you 
down at once. Drink in moderation ! Remember you’re an 
officer ! ” 

“ I’ll resign my rank together with the epaulettes ! At the 
moment I need it just about as much as a pig needs a trough. 
Don’t remind me of it ! Shall I cut your epaulettes off for you ? 
Piotra, my sorrow, wait a bit: I’ll have them off in a jiffy.’' 

“ It’s not time for that yet; there’s plenty of time yet,” 
Bogatiriev laughed, pushing aside his uncontrollable friend. 

They drank till dawn. During the evening other cossacks 
turned up, one of them with an accordion. Yermalcov danced 
the ‘‘ Cossack ” dance until he dropped. They dragged him 
aside, and he at once fell asleep on the bare floor, throwing 
his legs wade apart, flinging his head back awkwardly. The 
cheerless carousal lasted until the morning. “I’m from Kum- 
shatka,” one of the strangers, an elderly cossack, said, sobbing 
drunkenly. “ We had bullocks so big you couldn’t reach their 
horns from the ground. My horses were like lions. And now 
what have we got left on the farm ? Only one mangy bitch. 
And she’ll die soon, there’s nothing for her to feed on.” A 
Kuban cossack in a ragged Circassian coat ordered the accor¬ 
dion player to strike up a “ Naursk ” dance and, picturesquely 
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throwing out his arms, slipped about the room with such 
astonishing agility that Gregor felt sure the soles of his boots 
did not touch the scratched, dirty floor at all. 

At midnight several of the cossacks brought two tall, narrow- 
throated, earthenware pitchers from somewhere or other. Half 
rotting, faded labels were stuck to their sides,'their corks were 
sealed, and massive leaden seals hung from the cherry-red sealing 
wax. Prokhor held the huge pitcher, which contained perhaps 
a bucketful of liquid, in his hands, painfully moving his lips, 
trying to read the foreign words on the label. Yermakov, who 
had woken up, took the pitcher from him, set it down on the 
floor, and drew his sabre. Before Prokhor had time to groan 
he cut through the neck with a slanting stroke of his sabre and 
shouted : “ Bring your glasses I 

The thick, amazingly aromatic and bitter liqueur was dis¬ 
posed of in a few minutes. Ryabchikov clicked his tongue 
again and again in ecstasy, and muttered : “ That’s not wine, 
but the blessed Sacrament. That’s only to be drunk before your 
death, and then not by everybody, but only those who’ve never 
played cards, never sniffed tobacco, never touched women. . . . 
It’s a drinlc for bishops, in a word ! ” 

Then Prokhor remembered that he had the flasks of medicinal 
wine in his kitbag, and cried : 

“ Wait, Platon ! Don’t boast too soon ! I’ve got better 
wine than that! That’s muck, but the stuff I got from the ware¬ 
house—now that’s wine ! Incense with honey, and maybe even 
better ! It’s not bishop’s wine, brother, but, I tell you straight, 
it’s Tsar’s wine. In the old days the Tsars drank it, but now 
it’s fallen to our lot , . .’’he bragged away as he opened one 
of the flasks. 

Ryabchikov, always ready for a drink, swallowed half a glass 
of the thick fluid in one gulp. He at once turned pale, and his 
eyes bulged. 

“ I'hat’s not wine, it’s* carbolic ! ” he shouted hoarsely. In 
his fury, spitting the remains from his glass over Prokhor’s 
shirt, he rushed, staggering, into the passage. 

“He’s lying, the snake ! It’s English wine ! The finest 
quality ! Don’t believe him, brothers ! ” Prokhor bawled, 
trying to outshout the babel of voices. He tossed off a whole 
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glassful of the liquid, and at once turned even paler than 
Ryabchikov. 

“ Well, what’s it like ? ” Yermakov asked, dilating his nostrils 
and gazing into Prokhor’s bleary eyes. “ Like Tsar’s wine ? 
Strong ? Sweet ? Speak up now, you devil, or I’ll smash this 
flask over your head ! ” 

Suffering silently, Prokhor shook his head, hiccuped, nimbly 
jumped up and rushed out after Ryabchikov. Choking with 
laughter, Yermakov winked conspiratorially at Gregor and 
went out into the yard. A minute or so later he came back, 
laughing so uproariously that he drowned all the other voices in 
the room. 

“ What’s all that for ? ” Gregor asked wearily. “ What are 
you neighing for, idiot ? ” 

“ Oh, my boy, go and look at the way they’re turning their 
insides out. D’3^ou know what they drank ? ” 

“ Well, what ? ” 

“ Some English anti-louse ointment.” 

“ You’re lying ! ” 

” It’s God’s truth ! When I was at the warehouse I thought 
it was wine too, but then I asked the doctor : ‘ What’s this 
stuff, doctor } ’ ‘ Medicine,’ he said. ' It doesn’t happen to 

be the remedy for all sorrows ? ’ I asked. ‘ It isn’t spirit, is it ? 
‘ God forbid ! ’ he said. ‘ It’s some anti-louse ointment the 
Allies have sent us. It’s for external application ; it mustn’t 
be taken inside at all.’ ” 

“ Then why didn’t you tell them, you fool ? ” Gregor said in 
angry reproach. 

“ Let the devils clean themselves before surrendering ! I 
don’t suppose they’ll die.” Yermakov wiped the tears from his 
eyes and added, not without a touch of malevolence : “ And 
besides, now they’ll drink a little more steadily. You couldn’t 
keep up with them before. Such thirsty souls need a lesson. 
Well, shall you and I have a drink, or shall we wait a bit ? Let’s 
drink to our end ! ” 

Just before daybreak Gregor went out on to the porch, with 
trembling fingers rolled himself a cigarette, lit it, and stood in 
the mist with his back against the damp wall. 

The house was riotous with drunken shouts, the sobbing 



2o8 the don flows home to the sea 

tones of the accordion and furious whistling. The heels of 
the ardent dancers unwearyingly drummed out a fine tattoo. 
But the wind carried the thick, low wail of a steamer syren 
from the bay ; on the quays the human voices blended into a 
solid roar, broken by loud shouts of command, the neighing of 
horses, the wiiistles of steamers. Somewhere along the railway 
line fighting was going on. There was a muified thunder of 
guns ; in the intervals between the shots the burning rattle of 
machine-gun fire was faintly audible. Beyond the mountain 
pass a rocket flew high into the heavens, sprinkling light. For 
a few seconds the humped summits of the mountains grew 
visible, lit up by a green translucent light, then the sticky dark¬ 
ness of the southern night covered the hills once more, and the 
artillery cannonade sounded still more distinctly and frequently, 
blending into a steady roar of gunfire. 


CHAPTER VIII 


A COLD, SALTY, heavy wind was blowing from the sea. It 
carried the scent of strange, unknown lands to the shore. But 
to the Don cossacks not only the wind, but all else was strange, 
unhomelike, in that boring seaside town with its innumerable 
draughts. They stood on the quay in a solid mass, waiting 
to be embarked. Green foaming waves seethed along the shore. 
A chilly sun peered at the earth through the clouds. In the road¬ 
stead English and French destroyers were smoking ; a Dread¬ 
nought hung its grey, menacing bulk above the water. Over it 
spread a black pall of smoke. An ominous silence hung around 
the quays. Where the last transport had recently been swinging 
at her moorings officers' saddles, trunks, clothing, sheepskin 
coats, chairs upholstered in crimson plush, and other jumble, 
hurriedly flung from the gangways, were floating. 

Early in the morning Gregor rode down to the quay. Giving 
Prokhor charge of his horse, he spent a long time in the crowd, 
looking for acquaintances, listening to the disconnected, anxious 
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talk. He saw an elderly retired colonel who ha:d been refused 
a place on the last steamer shoot himself on the gangway. 

A few minutes previously the colonel, a little, fussy man 
with a grey scrub on his cheeks, with tearstained, swollen, 
marsupial eyes, had seized the officer of the guard by the strap 
of his swordbelt, had miserably whispered something, sniffing 
and wiping his tobacco-stained moustache, eyes and trembling 
lips with a dirty handkerchief. Then he had suddenly appeared 
to make up his mind. ... A moment later some swift-lingered 
cossack drew the gleaming Browning from the dead man’s warm 
hand, and with his feet rolled the body in its light grey officer’s 
greatcoat to a pile of boxes. Then the crowd seethed still more 
furiously around the gangway, the fighting in the queues grew 
still more violent, the hoarse voices of the refugees rose in a 
harsh howl of rage. 

When the last steamer drew aw^ay from the quayside there 
was a crescendo of women’s sobs, hysterical cries, curses. Before 
'the curt bass roar of the ship’s syren had had time to die away a 
young Kalmyk in a foxskin cap with ear and neckdaps jumped 
into the water and swam after the steamer. 

“ He couldn’t wait I ” one of the cossacks sighed. 

“ It’s clear that whatever happened he couldn’t remain 
behind ! ” said a cossack standing close to Gregor. “ He must 
have done the Reds too much harm. . . .” 

Clenching his teeth, Gregor stared after the swimming Kalmyk. 
More and more slowly swung the swimmer’s arms through the 
air, lower and lower sank his shoulders. His saturated great¬ 
coat was dragging him down. A wave washed his shabby red 
foxskin cap off his head and threw it back. 

The damned heathen will drown ! ” some old man in a 
long Caucasian coat said commiserateiy. 

Gregor turned sharply on his heel and went to his horse. 
He found Prokhor talking excitedly to Ryabchikov and Bogatiriev, 
who had just galloped up. Seeing Gregor, Ryabchikov fidgeted 
in his saddle, impatiently dug his heels into his horse’s flanks, and 
shouted : 

Hurry up, Pantalievich 1 ” Not waiting for Gregor to reach 
them, he shouted to him : “ Let’s retreat before it’s too late. 
We’ve collected a good half squadron of cossacks, and we’re 
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thinking of making our way to Gelendzhik, and then on to 
Georgia. How do you stand ? 

His hands thrust deep into the pockets of his greatcoat, silently 
pushing aside the aimlessly gathering cossacks, Gregor went 
up to them. 

Will you come with us or not ? Ryabchikov asked in¬ 
sistently, riding right up to him. 

“ No, I won’t ! ” 

“ We’ve got a cossack military commander to join in with us. 
He knows every inch of the road, and says he could lead us 
blindfold all the way to Tiflis. Come on, Grisha ! And from 
there we’ll go on to the Turks. What do 3^ou say ? We’ve got 
to save ourselves somehow ! We’re getting near the end now, 
but you’re just like a half-dead fish.” 

“ No ! I shan’t go ! ” Gregor took the reins from Prokhor’s 
hand, and climbed heavily, like an old man, into the saddle. 
“ I won’t go ! There’s no point in it. And besides, its rather 
late now. . . . Look ! ” 

Ryabchikov looked round, and in his despair and rage crushed 
and tore away the sword knot on his sabre. Lines of Red Army 
men were streaming down from the mountains. Machine-guns 
feverishly began to rattle close to a cement works. Armoured 
trains opened fire with their guns against the lines of men. The 
first shell burst near a windmill. 

‘‘ Ride to our quarters, lads, and keep close behind me ! ” 
Gregor ordered, suddenly cheering up and drawing himself erect 
again. 

But Ryabchikov seized Gregor’s horse by the rein, and ex¬ 
claimed in alarm : 

‘‘ Don’t go ! Let’s stay here. ... You know, even death 
is beautiful when life is peaceful. . . .” 

Ah, you devil, come on ! Why talk about death ? What 
arc you babbling ? ” In his annoyance Gregor was about to 
add something more, but his voice was drowned by a thunderous 
roar from the sea. The British Dreadnought had swung into 
position and had sent over a packet of shells from its twelve-inch 
guns. Covering the steamers sailing out of the bay, it raked the 
lines of Red and Green Army men streaming down to the out¬ 
skirts of the town, then transferred its fire to the top of the pass, 
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where the Red batteries had talten up positions. The British 
shells flew with an oppressive roar and howl over the heads of 
the Cossacks crowded on the quay. 

Pulling tightly on the reins, holding up his horse as it fell 
back on its haunches, through the roar of the firing Bogatiriev 
shouted : 

“ Weil, the British cannon use strong language ! But they’re 
wasting their fire. It’s not doing anything, only making a lot 
of noise ! ” 

Let them roar ! It’s all one to us now.” Smiling, Gregor 
touched up his horse and rode down the street. 

Their horses prancing in a furious gallop, six horsemen with 
drawn sabres rode round a corner to meet him. Across the 
breast of the leading rider was a strip of blood-red bunting. 




CHAPTER I 

§l§ 

FOR TWO days a warm wind had been blowing from the south. 

The last snow had melted off the fields. The foaming spring 
runnels had ceased their roaring, the gullies and rivulets of the 
steppe had finished gurgling. At dawn of the third day the wind 
died away and heavy mists descended over the steppe ; the 
clumps of last-year feather-grass were silvered with moisture ; 
the mounds, ravines and villages, the spires of the belfries, the 
arrowing crowns of the pyramidal poplars, were all drowned in 
an impenetrable milky haze. 

That misty morning, for the first time after her recovery, 
Aksinia went out on to the porch and stood long, intoxicated 
with the heady sweetness of the fresh spring air. Mastering 
her nausea and dizziness, she walked as far as the well in the 
orchard, put down the bucket, and seated herself on the 
parapet. 

Altogether different, marvellously fresh and enchanting, seemed 
the world to Aksinia. With glittering eyes she agitatedly gazed 
about her, fingering the folds of her dress as would a child. The 
enmisted distance, the apple-trees in the orchard swimming with 
thaw-water, the wet palings and the road beyond them with its 
deep, water-filled ruts—all seemed incredibly beautiful to her ; 
everything was blossoming with heavy yet delicate tints, as though 
irradiated with sunlight. 

A scrap of clean sky peering through the haze dazzled her 
with its chilly azure ; the scent of rotting straw and thawed black 
earth was so familiar and pleasant that she sighed deeply and 
smiled at the corners of her lips ; the artless snatch of song of 
a skylark reaching her ears from somewhere in the misty steppe 
awakened an unconscious sadness within her. And it was that 
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snatch of skylark’s song heard in a strange land which sent 
Aksinia’s heart beating more quickly, and wrung two meagre 
little tears from her eyes. 

Unthinkingly rejoicing in the life which had returned to her, 
she experienced a tremendous desire to touch everything with 
her hands, to look at everything. She wanted to touch the 
currant bush which stood blackened with moisture, to press her 
cheek against the branch of an apple-tree covered with a velvety 
pale pink bloom ; she desired to stride across the fallen fencing 
and to walk through the mire, away from all tracks, to where 
beyond a broad hollow the fields of winter corn were showing 
wondrously green, merging with the misty distance. 

For several days Aksinia lived in the expectation that at any 
moment Gregor would turn up. But at last she learned from 
neighbours who called on her host that the war was still going 
on, and that many cossacks had sailed from Novorossisk to the 
Crimea, while those who had stayed behind had joined the Red 
Army or had been sent to the mines. 

By the end of the week she had firmly made up her mind to 
go home, and a travelling companion was quickly found for her. 
One evening a little hunchbacked man entered the hut without 
knocking. He bowed, but did not speak, and began to unbutton 
the muddy English greatcoat, bursting at the seams, which was 
hanging around him like a sack. 

“ Why, my good man, what do you mean by not even saying 
‘ Good evening,’ but behaving as though you’d come to stay ? ” 
the master asked, staring at the uninvited guest in astonishment. 

The old man nimbly removed his greatcoat, shook it out on the 
threshold, and carefully hung it on a hook. Then, stroking his 
little grey beard, he smiled and said : 

“ Forgive me for the love of Christ, my dear man, but I’ve 
learned my lesson for these times : first take off your things, and 
then ask if you can stay the night, otherwise you won’t be let 
in. These days the people have grown churlish, they aren’t 
pleased to see guests. ...” 

“ But where are we to put you ? You can see we’re crowded 
out already,” the master said more amicably. 

“ I don’t need more room than a dog. I’ll curl myself up 
here by the door and sleep.” 

H 
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“ But who are you, daddy ? Did you run from the Soviets ? ” 
the mistress asked inquisitively. 

“ You've hit it: I ran from the Soviets. I ran and ran, and 
ran all the way to the sea ; but now I'm quietly making my way 
back again. I’m tired of running . . ." the garrulous old fellow 
answered, squatting down on his heels by the door. 

“ But who are you all the same ? Where are you from ? " 
the master renewed the examination. 

The old man drew a large pair of tailor's scissors out of a 
pocket, turned them over and over in his hands, and said with 
the same fixed smile on his lips : 

“ Here's my document: I’ve come all the way from Novo« 
rossisk under its orders. But my native place is a long way off, 
the other side of Vieshenska district. And that’s where I’m off 
to now, after having had a taste of the salt water in the sea.” 

‘‘I'm from Vieshenska too, daddy,” Aksinia cried in delight. 

“You don’t say ! ” the old man exclaimed. “ Well, of all the 
places to meet a fellow-countrywoman in 1 Though these days 
even that isn’t surprising ; we’re like the Jews now, we’re scat¬ 
tered over the face of the earth. In the Kuban it was so bad that 
if you threw a stick at a dog you’d hit a Don cossack. You came 
across them everywhere, you couldn’t get away from them, and 
there were even more of them buried in the ground. My dear 
people. I’ve seen all sorts of sights during this retreat. You 
wouldn’t believe the misery the people are suffering. Two days 
ago I was sitting in a station, and beside me was a gentlewoman 
wearing spectacles, and through her spectacles she was looking 
for the lice on her. And they were marching over her in regi¬ 
ments. And there she was picking them off with her fingers, 
and her face as sour as though she'd bitten a rotten apple. Every 
time she crushed one poor little louse she frowned still more, as 
though she was about to double up and be sick, she looked so 
disgusted. And yet you’ll find a stout fellow killing a man and 
not frowning in the least, nor even turning up his nose. I saw 
one such daredevil cut down three Kalmyks, and afterwards he 
wiped his sabre on his horse’s mane, took out a cigarette, lit it, 
rode up to me and asked : ‘ What are you staring your eyes out 
for, daddy ? D'you want me to cut you down too ? ’ ‘ What 

are you saying, my son ? ' I said. * God forbid I If you cut 
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off my head how shall I be able to chew my bread ?' He 
laughed and rode off.*' 

Say what you like, it’s easier for a man to kill another man 
than to crush a louse. Men have grown cheap during the 
revolution,*' the master remarked sententiously. 

‘‘ That's true ! " the guest confirmed. “ Men aren’t cattle, 
they get used to anything. And so I asked this woman : ‘ Who 
might you be ? By your face you don't look to be one of the 
common sort.' She looked at me, her face swimming in tears, 
and said : ‘I’m the wife of major-general Grechikhin.' Well, 
I thought: ‘ With all your major, and with all your general, she’s 
as lousy as a mangy cat!' And I said to her : ‘ Excuse me, your 
Excellency, but if you’re going to kill off all your creeping insects 
at that rate you’ll be kept busy till the Feast of the Blessed Virgin. 
And you'll break all your little nails. Crush them all at one 
blow.' ‘ But how can I ? ' she asked. And so I told her : 
‘ Take off your clothes,' I said, ‘ spread them out on some hard 
spot, and hammer them with a bottle.' And I saw my general’s 
wife get up and run behind the water-tower, and I saw her basting 
away at her clothes with a bottle of green glass, and doing it so 
well that she might have been used to it all her life ! I stood 
admiring her and thinking : God has much to be responsible 
for ; he’s turned the insects loose even on people of noble birth ; 
let them suck their sweet blood, so to speak, and not always be 
drinking their fill of the toilers’ blood. God's not a nobody, 
He knows His job ! Sometimes He steals quietly up to people 
and deals with them so fairly that you couldn’t think of anything 
better. ..." 

The tailor rattled away incessantly, but, seeing that the master 
and mistress were listening to him with the utmost attention, he 
adroitly hinted that he had many more interesting things to tell, 
but that he was so famished that he felt sleepy. 

After supper, as he was making himself comfortable for the 
night, he asked Aksinia : 

“ And you, fellow-countrywoman, are you thinking of making 
a long stay here as guest } " 

“I'm getting ready to go home, daddy." 

“ Well, then you come along with me ; it’ll be more cheerful 
for both of us." 
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Aksinia willingly agreed, and next day, after taking leave of 
her host and hostess, they left the lonely steppe village of Novo- 
Mikhailovsky. 

§ 2 § 

They arrived at the village of Miliutinsky after nightfall on the 
twelfth day of their journey. At a large, prosperous-looking 
house they asked permission to stay the night. Next morning 
Aksinia’s companion decided to stay for a week in the village to 
rest and heal his feet, which were chafed and bleeding. He wa 
unable to walk any farther. Some tailoring work was found for 
him in the house, and the old man, who was eager to get back 
to his trade, nimbly made himself comfortable by the window, 
took out his scissors and a bunch of needles tied with string, and 
swiftly began to unpick some clothing. 

As he said good-bye to Aksinia the old wag crossed himself 
and unexpectedly watered at the eyes. But he at once brushed 
away the tears and said with his usual jocularity : 

“ Need isn’t your own mother, but it makes people kin. . . . 
Here am I feeling sorry at leaving you. ... Well, there’s 
nothing to be done about it; go on alone, my daughter, your 
guide has gone lame on all his legs; I expect someone fed him 
on barley bread somewhere. . . . And besides, for my seventy 
years I’ve done a good march with you, and even too much. 
If you get the chance, tell my old woman that her grey dove is 
alive and well. He’s been pounded in a mortar, and scutched in 
a scutcher, but he’s still alive, and he’s sewing trousers for good 
people on his way, and he may turn up at home at any time. 
So you tell her : the old idiot has done retreating and is advancing 
back homeward ; but he doesn’t know when he’ll be climbing on 
to the stove again. . . .” 

Aksinia spent several more days on the road. At Bokovskoi 
she found a wagon going her way and rode to Tatarsk. Late in 
the evening she passed through the wide-open wicket-gate of her 
yard, glanced at the Melekhov hut and choked with the sob which 
unexpectedly rose in her throat. In the empty kitchen, which 
smelt of neglect, she shed all the bitter feminine tears which had 
been accumulating for many a long day, then went down to the 
Don for water, lit the stove, and sat down at the table, letting 
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her hands fall to her knees. Lost in thought, she did not hear 
the door creak, and she was aroused from her reverie only when 
Ilinichna came in and quietly said : 

“ Well, greetings, neighbour ! YouVe been away a long time 
in strange lands without our having any nev/s of you. . . 

Aksinia gave her a startled look and rose to her feet. 

“ What are you staring at me for } Why don’t you speak ? 
You haven’t brought bad news, have you } ** Ilinichna came 
slowly to the table and sat down on the edge of the bench, not 
shifting her questioning gaze frpm Aksinia’s face. 

“ Why should I have news . . . ? I simply wasn’t expecting 
you. I was sitting thinking and didn’t hear you come in,” 
Aksinia said in embarrassment. 

‘‘ You’ve gone terribly thin, there’s hardly enough of you to 
keep your soul in.” 

“ I’ve had typhus. . . 

“ And our Gregor. . . . How is he ? Where did you leave 
him } Is he still alive } ” 

Aksinia briefly told all she knew. Ilinichna listened to the end 
without saying a word, and then asked : 

“ When he left you he wasn’t ill, was he ” 

” No, he wasn’t ill.” 

” And you haven’t heard anything of him since ? ” 

” No.” 

Ilinichna sighed with relief. 

” Well, thank you for your good news. For here in the village 
all sorts of things are being said about him. . . 

“ What things ? ” Aksinia asked almost inaudibly. 

” Oh, it’s all nonsense. . . , You can’t listen to all the stories 
going round. ... Of all our villagers only Vanka Beskhlebnov 
has come back. He saw Gregor ill in Katerinodar, and I don't 
believe any of the other stories.” 

“ But what do they say, granny ? ” 

“We were told a cossack of Singin village had said that the 
Reds had killed Gregor at Novorossisk. I walked all the way 
to Singin—a mother’s heart can’t remain in suspense . . . and 
found the cossack. He denied every word of it. He said he 
hadn’t seen or heard of Gregor. Then there was another rumour 
that he’d been put in prison, and that he’d died there of 
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typhus. ...” Ilinichna’s eyes drooped and she was long silent, 
examining her gnarled, heavy hands. The old woman's face, her 
cheeks pendulous with age, were tranquil, her lips were pressed 
sternly together ; but suddenly a cherry-coloured flush flooded 
her swarthy cheeks, and her eyelids began to flicker. She looked 
at Aksinia with dry, ecstatically burning eyes, and said hoarsely : 

But I don't believe it! It can’t be that I’ve been robbed of 
my last son. God has no cause to punish me. ... I've only 
got a little time left to live now. . . . Only a very little time 
left to live, and my cup of sorrow has been filled to overflowing 
without that! Grisha's alive ! My heart has had no sign, and 
so my darling’s alive ! ” 

Aksinia turned away without speaking. 

There was a long silence in the kitchen. Suddenly the wind 
blew the porch door wide open and they heard the flood water 
roaring among the poplars on the farther side of the Don, and 
the wild geese anxiously calling to one another above the waters. 

Aksinia closed the door, and went and leaned against the stove. 

“ Don’t grieve over him, granny,” she said quietly. “ Can 
illness bowl a man like him over ? He’s strong, as strong as 
iron. Such men don’t die. In a crackling frost he rode all 
the way without gloves.” 

“ Did he talk about the children at all } ” Ilinichna asked 
wearily. 

“ He mentioned both you and the children. Are they 
well ? ” 

“ They’re well, what can harm them ? But our Pantaleimon 
Prokoffich died during the retreat. We’re left alone. ...” 

Aksinia silently crossed herself; she was amazed at the calm 
with which the old woman had told of the death of her husband. 

Resting her hands on the table, Ilinichna rose heavily : 

“ Here I’ve been sitting with you, and it’s already dark in the 
yard ! ” she remarked. 

Sit as long as you like, granny.” 

“ Dunia’s in the house alone, I ought to go.” As she adjusted 
the kerchief over her head she looked around the kitchen, and 
knitted her brows. “ Your stove’s smoking. You should have 
arranged for someone to come and live here when you went off. 
Well, good-bye ! ” As she took hold of the door latch, she said 
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without turning her head : “ When youVe settled down a bit 
come along and see us, pay us a visit. And perhaps you’ll get 
news of Gregor, and can tell us,” 


§ 3 § 

From that day there was a complete change in the relations 
between the Melekhovs and Aksinia. Their anxiety for Gregor’s 
life seemed to bring them closer and make them kin. Next 
morning Dunia saw Aksinia in the yard, called to her, went up 
to the fence and, putting her arms around Aksinia’s thin shoul¬ 
ders, smiled at her pleasantly and simply : 

“ Oh, how thin you’ve gone, Aksinia 1 You’re nothing but 
skin and bone ! ” 

“ You’d go thin with such a life ! ” Aksinia smiled in answer, 
feeling a pang of jealousy as she noted the girl’s crimson face, 
abloom with mature beauty, 

“ Did mother come to see you yesterday } ” Dunia asked, for 
some reason dropping her voice to a whisper. 

” Yes.” 

I thought she did. Did she ask about Grisha ? ” 

“ Yes.” 

‘‘ And she didn’t cry at all ? ” 

” No ; she’s a stout-hearted old woman.” 

Giving Aksinia a trustful look, Dunia said : 

“ It would have been better if she had, things would have been 
easier for her. ... You know, Ksinia, she’s grown so wonder¬ 
ful since this past winter, she’s not at all like she used to be. 
When she heard about father I thought her heart would break, 
I was terribly frightened. But she didn’t let fall a single tear. 
She only said : ‘ May he enter the heavenly kingdom, my man 
has ended his sufferings. . . .’ And until nightfall she said 
nothing to anybody. I tried to talk to her about all sorts of things, 
but she just waved me off and was silent. The misery I had 
over her that day ! But in the evening I collected the cattle, 
came in from the yard and asked her : ^ Mother, shall we cook 
anything for supper ? ’ Then her pain passed, and she began 
to talk. ...” Dunia sighed and, thoughtfully gazing across 
Aksinia’s shoulder, asked : 
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“Is our Gregor dead ? Is it true what people are saying ? ” 

“ I don^t know, dear.” 

Dunia gave Aksinia a sidelong, questioning look, and sighed 
still more deeply. 

“ Mother’s nothing but yearning for him 1 She never speaks 
of him except as ‘ my youngest.’ And she simply won’t have 
it that he may not be alive still. But you know, Ksinia, if she 
learns that he’s really dead she’ll die of sorrow herself. All life 
has left her now, the sole hope to which she clings, is Gregor. 
Even to the children she’s become unwanted, sort of, and at 
work everything falls from her hands. You just think : in one 
year there’s been four of our family ...” 

Moved by compassion, Aksinia leaned across the fence, 
embraced Dunia, and gave her a strong kiss on the cheek. 

“ Get your mother occupied with something, my dear ; don’t 
let her grieve too much.” 

“ What can you occupy her with ? ” Dunia wiped her eyes 
with the corner of her kerchief, and asked : 

“You come and see us sometimes, and talk to her ; that’ll 
make it easier for her. You’ve got no reason to shun us ! ” 

“ I’ll drop in sometimes. I will, you see ! ” 

“ I ought to be going out to the fields to-morrow. We’ve 
harnessed up with Anikushka’s widow, we want to sow a little 
wheat. Are you thinking of sowing anything for yourself ? ’ ’ 

“I’m a fine sower ! ” Aksinia smiled a cheerless smile. 
“ I’ve got nothing to sow, and besides, what’s the good ? I don’t 
need much for myself. I’ll manage to exist somehow.” 

“ Any news of your Stepan ? ” 

“ No, not a word,” Aksinia answered unconcernedly and said, 
to her own surprise : “I’m not over anxious about him.” The 
confession slipped from her unexpectedly, and she felt embar¬ 
rassed. To cover her confusion, she hurriedly added : “ Well, 
good-bye, girl; I must go into the hut to tidy up.” 

Dunia pretended she had not noticed Aksinia’s confusion, 
and looked away as she said : 

“ Wait a moment; I just wanted to ask you, wouldn’t you 
give us a hand with the work ? The earth will be dried out; 
I’m afraid we shan’t be able to manage. And there are only two 
Cossacks left in all the village, and they’re lame ! ” 
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Aksinia willingly agreed, and, satisfied, Dunia went off to 
make her preparations. 

All day she methodically made ready for the next morning ; 
with the help of Anikushka's widow she sieved the seed, managed 
to mend the harrow, greased the wagon wheels, put the sower 
in order. In the evening she raked some sieved seed corn into 
a kerchief and carried it to the cemetery, sprinkling it over the 
graves of Piotra, Natalia and Daria, so that next day the birds 
would fly to her relatives’ graves. In the simplicity of her heart 
she believed that the dead would hear the merry twittering of 
the birds and would rejoice. 


§ 4 § 

Only during the hour before dawn did silence descend over 
the Don lands. Muffledly the water gurgled through the inun¬ 
dated forest, washing the pale green trunks of the poplars, 
measuredly swinging the flooded summits of the oak bushes and 
the young aspens ; bowed by the current, in the overflowing 
lakes the panicles of the bulrushes rustled ; over the flooded 
fields, along the lonely creeks—where the flood water stood 
motionless as though frozen, reflecting the twilight of the starry 
heaven—the barnacle geese called very softly, the male teals 
whistled sleepily, and rarely the silvery trumpet voices of migrant 
swans sounded. At times a fish growing fat in the flooded 
expanse splashed in the darkness ; a fluid wave went rolling far 
over the scintillating water, and the warning cackle of a startled 
bird was heard. Then once more the Donside lands were 
wrapped in silence. But with the dawn, just as the chalky spurs 
of the hills were turning rosy, a ground breeze started up. 
Heavy and strong, it blew against the current. Great seven-foot 
waves piled high along the river, the water seethed furiously in 
the forest, the trees groaned as they swayed. All day the wind 
roared, to die away late in the night. And this weather lasted 
for several days. 

A lilac haze curtained the steppe. The earth had dried out, 
the grasses were halted in their growth, fissures ran across the 
autumn-ploughed fields. The ground was drying more and 
more with every hour; but in the ^fields belonging to Tatarsk 
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hardly anyone was to be seen. In all the village only a few senile 
greybeards were left, only frostbitten and sick or disabled cossacks 
had returned from the retreat, and only women and youths were 
at work in the fields. The wind drove the dust about the depopu¬ 
lated village, banged the shutters of the huts, rummaged among 
the straw on the roofs of the sheds. “ This year we shall be 
without bread,” said the old men. Only women in the fields 
and even so only every third house is sowing. And dead earth 
won’t give birth.” 

Dunia and the other women had been two days sowing, when 
at sunset Aksinia drove the bullocks down to the pond. At the 
dam, holding a saddled horse by the rein, was the ten-year-old 
son of the Obnizovs. The horse was chewing with its lips, 
sprinkling drops of water from its velvety grey muzzle, but the 
boy was amusing himself throwing clumps of dry clay into the 
water and watching the rings rippling wider and wider. 

“ Where are you off to, Vanka ? ” Aksinia asked. 

“ I’ve brought food out to mother.” 

“ Well, and what news is there in the village ? ” 

‘‘ Oh, nothing. Grand-dad Gerasim caught a fine carp in his 
net last night. And Fiodor Melnikov has returned from the 
retreat.” 

Rising on tiptoe, the lad bridled the horse, took a strand of 
the mane in his hand and with impish agility sprang into the 
saddle. He rode away from the pond as a sedate farmer should, 
at a walking pace, but when he had got a little way he glanced 
back at Aksinia and set off at a gallop, and his faded blue shirt 
blew out like a balloon behind him. 

Aksinia stretched herself out on the dam while the bullocks 
were drinking, and there and then decided to go back to the 
village. Melnikov was a soldier cossack, and he ought to have 
some news of Gregor’s fate. When she drove the bullocks back 
to the encampment she said to Dunia : 

“ I’m going off to the village ; I’ll be back early in the morn¬ 
ing.” 

” On business } ” 

“ Yes.” 

She returned next morning. As she went up to Dunia, who 
was harnessing the bullocks, she was unconcernedly swinging 
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a switch ; but her brows were knitted, and the corners of her lips 
were folded bitterly. 

Fiodor Melnikov’s come home. I went and asked him about 
Gregor. He doesn’t know an 3 ^hing,” she said briefly and, 
turning sharply, went to the sower. 


. § 5 § 

After the sowing Aksinia set to work on her own farm; she 
sowed water-melons in the melon plot, plastered and whitewashed 
the hut and, to the best of her ability, covered the roof of the 
shed with what straw she had left. The days passed by in work, 
but her anxiety for Gregor did not abate. She was reluctant 
to think of Stepan, and for some reason she felt sure he would 
not return ; yet, when one or another of the cossacks came home 
her first question was always : “You haven’t seen my Stepan, 
have you } ” and only then did she try discreetly to ferret out 
some news of Gregor. Everybody in the village knew of their 
liaison, and even the scandal-loving women had stopped gossiping 
about them. But Aksinia was ashamed to disclose her feelings, 
and only rarely, when some taciturn returned soldier made no 
mention of Gregor, did she ask, narrowing her eyes and obviously 
embarrassed : “ But you haven’t chanced to see our neighbour, 
Gregor Pantalievich, have you ? His mother’s anxious about 
him ; she’s quite pining away. ...” 

None of the village cossacks had seen either Gregor or Stepan 
after the Don Army’s surrender at Novorossisk. But at the end 
of June a regimental comrade of Stepan’s called to see Aksinia 
as he was making his way back to his own village. He informed 
her : 

“ Stepan’s gone to the Crimea—it’s the truth I’m telling you. 
I saw him with my own eyes getting on the boat. I didn’t get 
a chance of having a word with him. There was such a crowd 
that they were walking on the people’s heads ! ” When she 
asked about Gregor he gave her an evasive answer. “ I saw him 
on the quay ; he was wearing epaulettes. But I haven’t seen 
him since. They’ve carried off a lot of officers to Moscow, and 
who’s to know where he is now . . . ” 

But a week later Prokhor Zykov turned up at Tatarsk. He was 
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wounded and was brought from Millerovo station on a wagon. 
When she heard the news Aksinia stopped milking the cow, let 
the calf go to its mother and, putting on her kerchief as she went, 
hurried almost at a run to the Zykovs' yard. ‘ At any rate 
Prokhor will know. He ought to know,' she thought as she 
went. ‘ But supposing he says Gregor’s dead ? What shall I 
do then ? ' And at every step she slowed down more and more, 
pressing her hand to her heart, fearful of hearing black news. 

Smiling broadly, hiding the stump of his left arm behind his 
back, Prokhor welcomed her in the best room : 

“ Hallo, comrade in arms ! Greetings ! I’m glad to see you. 
And we were thinking you'd given up the ghost in that little 
village. Ah, you lay there pretty bad. . . . Well, and how 
beautiful it . . . typhus, I mean . . . makes the likes of you ! 
But see how the Poles have carved me about, damn them ! " 
Prokhor showed the knotted sleeve of his khaki tunic. “ When 
my wife saw it she wept and cried, but I told her : ‘ Don’t bellow 
like that, you fool ; others have their heads chopped off and 
don’t complain.’ But an arm’s nothing at all ! They can 
always make a wooden one for you. And at any rate a wooden 
arm won’t be afraid of the cold, and if it gets cut off it doesn’t 
bleed. The only pity, my girl, is that I haven’t learnt to manage 
with one hand. I can’t button up my trousers, there's the rub 1 
I've travelled all the way home from Kiev with them unbuttoned. 
It’s shameful ! So you must excuse me if you notice I'm untidy. 
Well, come in and sit down, you'll be our guest, won't you ? 
We’ll have a chat while my wife’s out. I sent her out for vodka, 
the anti-Christ ! Here her husband arrives home with one arm 
torn off, and she hasn’t anything to drink his health in 1 You 
women are all the same when your husbands are away. I know 
you all too well, you wet-tailed devils ! ” 

“ You might tell me . . .” 

“ I know ! I’ll tell you I He asked me to give you a bow like 
this.” Prokhor jokingly bowed, raised his head, and lifted his 
eyebrows in amazement. “ Well, that's a fine to-do ! What are 
you crying for, you fool ? You women are all twisted of the 
same yarn ! If their man is killed, they cry ; if he comes home 
alive, they still cry. Wipe your eyes, wipe your eyes ; what are 
you snivelling like that for ? At Novorossisk he and I joined 
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comrade Budionny’s cavalry, the fourteenth Division. Our 
Gregor Pantalievich took command of a company, a squadron 
I mean. Of course, I became his orderly, and we rode to Kiev 
by forced marches. Well, girl, we gave those Poles a taste ! 
As we went Gregor Pantalievich said : ‘ I’ve killed Germans, 
I’ve tried my sword on all sorts of Austrians, I don’t suppose the 
Poles’ brainboxes are any stronger. I think it’ll be easier sabring 
them than our own Russians, don’t you ? ’ And he winked at 
me and bared his teeth. He changed completely when he joined 
the Red Army ; he grew quite cheerful and as sleek as a gelding. 
Well, but he and I didn’t manage to get along without a family 
quarrel. . . . One day I rode up to him and said by way of 
a joke : ‘ Time we called a halt, your Excellency, comrade 

Melekhov ! ’ He rolled his eyes at me and said : ‘You drop 
that sort of joke, or it’ll be the worse for you ! ’ That same 
evening he sent for me about something or other, and the devil 
himself put it into my head to call him ‘ Excellency ’ again. . . . 
The way he snatched up his Mauser 1 He went quite white, 
and bared his teeth like a wolf—and he’s got a full mouth of teeth, 
at least a troop of them. I ducked under a horse’s belly and got 
away from him. He all but killed me, the devil ! Well, we 
arrived at the Ukraine and tried out the Poles. They’re not bad 
fighters, but a little weak in the back. They’re as puffed up 
with pride as a turkey cock, but they can run well when you 
press them hard ! ” 

“ Maybe he’il come home on leave. . . .” Aksinia stammered. 

“ Don’t you think of it! ” Prokhor snorted. “ He says he’s 
going to serve until he’s atoned for his past sins. And he’ll do 
it : a fool’s task isn’t difficult. He led us into the attack close 
to one small town, and I myself saw him cut down four of their 
Uhlans. The devil’s been lefthanded ever since he was a child, 
and so he gave it them from both sides. After the battle Budionny 
himself shook hands with him in front of the regiment, and he 
and the squadron were thanked. That’s the sort of kettle he’s 
kicking over . . . your Pantalievich 1 ” 

Aksinia listened as though dazed. . . . She recovered from 
the daze only at the Melekhovs’ gate. Dunia was in the porch 
sipping milk ; without raising her head she asked : 

“ Have you come for the leaven ? I know I promised to bring 
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it along, but I forgot.’* But, glancing at Aksinia’s eyes, wet with 
tears, beaming \ 7 ith happiness, she understood all without a 
word. 

Pressing her flaming face to Dunia’s shoulder, panting with 
joy, Aksinia whispered : 

“ Alive and well. . . . He’s sent his greetings. . . . Go 
now ! Go and tell mother ! ” 


CHAPTER II 

§ I § 

Of all the Tatarsk cossacks who had retreated with the Whites, 
by the summer some thirty men had returned. The majority 
were old men and elderly cossack soldiers, and, except for sick 
and wounded, the cossacks in the prime of life were still missing. 
Some of them were in the Red Army, others, members of Wrangel 
regiments, were biding their time in the Crimea, preparing for 
a new advance into the Don area. 

A good half of those who had gone would remain for ever in 
strange lands : some had perished of typhus, others had found 
death during the final struggles against the enemy in the Kuban. 
A number who had been separated from the main forces were 
frozen to death in the steppe beyond Manich, two were taken 
prisoner by guerillas and had vanished without trace. There 
were many cossacks missing from Tatarsk. The women spent 
their days in tense and anxious expectation, gazing under their 
palms. Who knows ? Perhaps some belated wayfarer might 
be coming along the highroad in the lilac evening haze. 

Some ragged, lousy and emaciated, but long-expected master 
would come home, and at once there would be a joyous, aimless 
bustle in his hut; water was heated for the dirt-blackened 
soldier ; the children vied with each other in waiting on their 
father and watched his every movement; half crazed with 
happiness, the housewife ran to lay the table, then rushed to the 
chest to get out a clean set of her husband’s underwear. But, as 
though of malice, the linen proved to be unmended, and the 
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housewife’s trembling fingers simply could not get the thread 
through the needle eye. At that happy moment even the yard 
dog, which had recognized its master a long way off and had run 
behind him as far as the threshold, licking his hand, was allowed 
to come into the hut; the children escaped scot free even if they 
broke a utensil or spilled milk, and all they did went unpunished. 
Before the master had had time to change into clean clothes after 
his bath the hut was crowded with women. They came to learn 
the fate of their own dear ones, and caught fearfully and greedily 
at every word the cossack said. A little later a woman would go 
out into the yard, pressing her palms to her tearstained face, 
and would walk along the lane as though blind, not choosing 
her road. And then in one of the little homes a new widow 
would lament over her dead, and the thin voices of weeping 
children would accompany her. So was it in Tatarsk : the joy 
which came to one house brought implacable woe to another. 

Next morning the master, clean shaven, looking much younger, 
rose almost before dawn, went round the farm and noted the 
jobs which needed to be attended to at once. Immediately after 
breakfast he set to work. Merrily the plane hissed or the axe 
tapped somewhere under the eaves of a shed, in the cool, as 
though announcing that capable, masculine hands, greedy for 
work, had come home to that yard. But in the house and yard 
where they had learnt of the death of a father and husband, a mute 
silence reigned. Silent lay the mother, prostrated with grief, and 
around her crowded the orphan children, grown old in one night. 


§ 2 § 

Whenever Ilinichna heard that another cossack had returned 
she said ; 

“ And when will our man come home ? Others come back, 
but there’s not a word of ours.” 

“ They’re not discharging the young cossacks ; don’t you 
understand, mother ? ” Dunia answered her in a vexed tone. 

“ How aren’t they discharging them ? What about Tikhon 
Gerasimov ? He’s a year younger than Grisha.” 

“ But he’s wounded, mother.” 

“ What sort of wound has he got ? ” Ilinichna objected. “ I 
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saw him outside the smithy yesterday, and he was walking 
along as though on parade. Wounded men don’t go about 
like that.” 

‘‘ He was wounded, but he’s getting better now.” 

Well, and hasn’t our man been wounded quite a lot } His 
body is marked all over with scars ; don’t you think he needs to 
get better too ? ” 

Dunia did her best to make her mother see that it was no. use 
hoping for Gregor’s return yet awhile. But it was no easy task 
to convince Ilinichna of anything. 

“ Shut up, fool ! ” she ordered Dunia. “ I know as much as 
you, and you’re still young to teach your mother. I say he 
ought to come home, and that means he will come home. Go 
away, go away ; I don’t want to waste my breath on you.” 

The old woman waited for her son with the utmost impatience, 
and mentioned him at every possible opportunity. As soon as 
Mishatka was disobedient to her she threatened him : “ You 
wait till your father comes home, you bristle-haired little devil ! 
I’ll tell him and he’ll lay it on you ! ” If she happened to see 
a wagon with new ribs in its sides as it passed the window, she 
sighed and invariably remarked : '‘You can see by its state that 
the master’s at home, but our wagon looks as though someone 
had ordered the road to come home.” All her life Ilinichna had 
never liked tobacco-smoke, and she had always driven smokers 
out of the kitchen ; but nov/ she changed even in this respect. 
“ Go and ask Prokhor to come along,” she often told Dunia. 
“ Let him come and smoke a cigarette, for the place smells of 
the dead. Now when Grisha comes back from service, then the 
house will smell as though a cossack lives in it ! ” Every day 
she cooked extra food, and after dinner she always set an iron pot 
full of cabbage soup on the stove. When Dunia asked her why 
she did it Ilinichna answered in astonishment: “ Why, what else 
should I do ? Our soldier may come home to-day, and then 
he can have something hot to eat at once ; for while you’re 
heating this and that up he may be going hungry.” One day, 
when Dunia returned home from the melon plot she saw Gregor’s 
old coat and peaked cap with its faded red band hanging on a nail 
in the kitchen. She looked at her mother interrogatively, and, 
smiling guiltily and miserably, Ilinichna said : “I got them out 
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of the chest, Dunia. You see them as you come in from the 
yard and it makes things seem more homelike. ... As though 
he was already back. . . .'’ 

Dunia grew tired of this endless talk of Gregor. One day she 
could stand no more, and reproached her mother : 

“ Mother, don’t you ever get tired of always talking about 
one and the same thing ? You’ve made everybody sick with 
your conversation. All we hear from you is ‘ Grisha,’ 
‘ Grisha.’ ” 

“ Why should I grow tired of talking about my own son } 
You wait till you bear children, and then you’ll know. . . .” 
Ilinichna answered quietly. 

After that she took Gregor’s cap and coat out of the kitchen 
into her room, and for several days she said not a word about 
him. But not long before the haymow she said to Dunia : 

‘‘You may get angry wh^n I talk about Grisha, but how are 
we going to live without him ? Have you ever stopped to think 
about that, silly } Here is mowing-time coming on, and we’ve 
got nobody to sharpen even the hay-rake. Look how ever}^- 
thing’s gone to rack and ruin, and you and I can’t keep up with 
it. When the master’s absent even the chattels weep.” 

Dunia said nothing. She realized well enough that it was 
not by any means the farm problems which were troubling her 
mother, that they served only as an excuse for talking about 
Gregor, and for unburdening her soul. Ilinichna began to yearn 
for her son with renewed force, and she could not hide her feel¬ 
ings. That evening she refused her supper, and, when Dunia 
asked if she were feeling ill, she answered reluctantly : 

“ I’ve grown old. . . . And my heart is aching after Grisha. 

. . . It’s aching so much that nothing pleases me, and it’s 
painful even for my eyes to look out on the world.” 


§ 3 § 

But it was not Gregor who was destined to act the master in 
the Melekhov yard. Just before the haymow Mishka Koshevoi 
arrived home from the front. He spent the night with distant 
relations and called on the Melekhovs next morning. Ilinichna 
was cooking when, politely knocking at the door and receiving 
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no answer, he entered the kitchen, took off his old soldier’s cap, 
and smiled at her. 

“ Hallo, auntie Ilinichna ! You weren’t expecting me, were 
you ? ” 

“ Good morning. And who are you to me, that I should be 
expecting you ? Are you first cousin switch to our wattle- 
fence ? ’’Ilinichna answered roughly, staring angrily at Koshevoi’s 
hated face. 

Not in the least discountenanced by this reception, Mishka 
said : 

“ After all, we were acquaintances.” 

‘‘And nothing more.” 

“ But that’s enough for me to come and see you. I’m not 
going to live with you.” 

“ That pleasure hasn’t come my way yet ! ” Ilinichna pro¬ 
nounced and, taking no more notice of the visitor, returned to her 
cooking. 

Paying no attention to her words, Mishka looked around the 
kitchen and said : 

“ I’ve called to see you and to find out how you’re getting on. 
We haven’t seen one another for a year or more.” 

“We hadn’t missed you overmuch,” Ilinichna snorted, furi¬ 
ously shifting the pots about over the coals. 

Dunia was dressing in the best room. Hearing Mishka’s 
voice, she turned pale and silently clapped her hands. Seating 
herself on the bench and not daring to move, she listened to the 
conversation in the kitchen. A deep flush suddenly flamed in 
her face, then her cheeks went so pale that little stripes of white 
emerged down the fine hook of her nose. She heard Mishka 
striding heavily about the kitchen, sit down on a chair which 
creaked beneath him, then strike a match. The scent of cigarette 
smoke floated into the best room. 

“ I hear your old man’s died ? ” 

“ Yes.” 

“ And Gregor .? ” 

Ilinichna was long silent, then with obvious reluctance she 
answered : 

“ He’s serving with the Reds. He’s got the same sort of star 
on his cap as you have.” 
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“ He should have put it on long before. . . 

“ That’s his business.” 

There was a distinct note of anxiety in Mishka’s voice as he 
asked : 

“ And Yevdokia Pantelievna ? ” 

She’s dressing. You’re too early a visitor ; good folk aren’t 
about so soon.” 

“ You’ll have to be bad folk. I wanted to see you, and so I 
came. Why should I pick and choose the time ? ” 

“ Oh, Mikhail, don’t make me angry with you ! ” 

“ How am I making you angry, auntie ? ” 

“ Why, by all this.” 

“I’m sorry, but by all what ? ” 

“ Why, by the way you’re talking.” 

Dunia heard Mishka sigh deeply. She could stand no more ; 
she jumped up, pulled down her skirt and went into the kitchen. 
Mishka was sitting by the window, finishing a cigarette. His 
skin was yellow, and he was so emaciated that he was almost 
unrecognizable. His faded eyes lit up, and a hardly perceptible 
flush appeared on his cheeks when he saw Dunia. Rising 
hurriedly, he said hoarsely : 

“ Well, good morning ! ” 

” Good morning,” Dunia answered almost inaudibly. 

“ Go and fetch water,” Ilinichna at once ordered, glancing at 
her daughter. 

Mishka patiently waited for Dunia to return. Ilinichna said 
nothing. He also was silent, but at last he crushed his cigarette 
end between his fingers and asked : 

“ Why are you so annoyed with me, auntie ? Have I crossed 
your road, or what ? ” 

Ilinichna swung round from the stove as though stung. 

“ How does your conscience let you come here, you shameless 
eyes ! ” she said. “ And yet you dare to ask me that! You 
murderer ! ” 

“ How am I a murderer ? ” 

“ A real murderer ! Who killed Piotra ? Didn’t you ? ” 

“ Yes.” 

“ Very well then. After that what are you ? And you come 
and visit us . . . you sit yourself down as though . , 
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Ilinichna choked and was silent; but, recovering, she went 
on : “ Am I his mother, or who ? How can you dare to look 
me in the eyes ? ” 

Mishka turned pale. He had been expecting this talk. Stam¬ 
mering a little in his agitation, he said : 

“ Tve got no reason to shut my eyes ! Supposing Piotra had 
caught me, what would he have done ? D’you think he’d have 
kissed me on my topknot ? He’d have killed me too. Did we 
come together on those hills to play kiss in the ring ? That’s 
what war’s for ! ” 

“ And old Korshunov ? Is killing peaceable old men war 
too ? ” 

Why, what else ? ” Mishka said in amazement. “ Of course 
it’s war ! I know those peaceable old men ! Those peaceable 
old men sit at home holding up their trousers, but they do more 
harm than others at the front. Even such as old gaffer Grishaka 
worked up the cossacks against us. It was through them that all 
this war began ! Who started the agitation against us They 
did—those peaceable old men did ! And you call me ‘ mur¬ 
derer ’ ! You’ve found a fine ‘ murderer ’ ! In the old days I 
couldn’t even slaughter a lamb or a pig, and I know I couldn’t 
even now. I can’t lay my hand on such creatures. Other men 
can slaughter animals, but I stop my ears and get well away so 
as not to hear or see it.” 

“ But cousin ...” 

“You and your cousin ! ” Mishka angrily interrupted. “We 
got as much good from him as milk from a goat ! But he did a lot 
of harm. I told him to come out of the house, but he didn’t ; 
he just went and laid himself down there. I get angry with 
them . . . with such old devils ! I can’t kill an animal, or at 
any rate only in anger, but such . . . excuse my expression . . . 
filth as your cousin or similar serpents, I can kill as many of as you 
like I I’ve got a steady hand for them, for such enemies who’re 
of no use in this world.” 

“ You’re all dried up with your hardness of heart,” Ilinichna 
said venomously. “ I suppose your conscience is troubling 
you. , . 

“ I doubt it 1 ” Mishka smiled amiably. “ My conscience 
isn’t going to trouble me over such rubbish as that old gaffer. 



HOME AT LAST 


233 

Pve been racked with fever ; it gave me a thorough shaking up 
or, mother, Pd . . 

“ Don*t call me ‘ mother ’! ” Ilinichna flared up. ‘‘You call 
a bitch your mother ! ” 

“ Now, don’t bitch me ! ” Mishka said thickly, ominously 
narrowing his eyes. “ There’s a limit to what Pm prepared to 
stand from you. But I tell you straight out, auntie ! You’re 
not to be angry with me over Piotra. He asked for what he got.” 

“ You’re a murderer ! A murderer ! Clear out of here, I 
can’t stand the sight of you ! ” Ilinichna declared obdurately. 

Mishka lit another cigarette, and calmly asked : 

“ How about Mitry Korshunov, your cousin ; isn’t he a 
murderer ? And what is your Gregor ? You say nothing about 
your darling son, but he’s a real murderer and no mistake ! ” 

“ Don’t talk nonseOvSe 1 ” 

“ I gave up talking nonsense long ago. Well, but tell me, 
what is he } How many of our men has he put out, do you 
know ? That’s the point! If you’re going to give that name 
to everybody who’s taken part in the war, then we’re all murder¬ 
ers. The whole point is whom we murder and why,” Mishka 
said significantly. 

Ilinichna remained silent, but, seeing that her guest had no 
intention of departing, she said harshly : 

“ Enough ! I haven’t got time to talk to you, you can go 
home.” 

“ Pve got as many homes as a hare has bedrooms 1 ” Mishka 
laughed and rose. 

As if he could be scared away by such talk and such names I 
He was not so thin-skinned as to pay any attention to the insult¬ 
ing remarks of a furious old woman. He knew Dunia loved 
him, and he cared nothing for anything else, including Ilinichna, 

Next morning he called again, greeted Ilinichna as though 
nothing had happened, sat down by the window and watched 
Dunia’s every movement. 

” You’re seeing us a lot 1 ” Ilinichna flung at him, not returning 
his greeting. 

Dunia flamed up, looked at her mother with burning eyes and 
lowered her glance, saying not a word. Mishka answered with 
a smile ; 
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“ Tm not coming to see you, auntie Ilinichna ; you needn’t 
fear.” 

“ It would be better if you forgot the way to our house alto¬ 
gether.” 

‘‘ Why, where am I to go to ? ” Mishka asked, turning 
serious. By the kindness of your cousin Mitry I’ve been 
left alone in the world, and you can’t sit like a wolf in an empty 
hut. Whether you like it or not, auntie, I shall keep on visiting 
you,” he ended, and seated himself more comfortably, spread¬ 
ing out his legs. 

Ilinichna stared at him fixedly. Truly, such a one couldn’t 
simply be put outside the door 1 All Mishka’s stocky figure, 
the angle at which he held his head, his firmly expressed lips, 
expressed a bovine obstinacy. 

After he had gone, Ilinichna sent the children out into the 
yard, then turned to Dunia and said : 

“You see he doesn’t set foot in here any more ! Under¬ 
stand ? ” 

Dunia gazed at her mother without blinking. Something 
common to all the Melekhovs showed for a moment in the furious 
narrowing of her eyes, as she said, as though biting off every 
word: 

“ No ! He shall come ! You shan’t forbid him ! He’ll 
come ! ” Unable to control herself, she covered her face with 
her apron and ran out into the porch. 

Breathing heavily, Ilinichna sat down by the window and 
remained there, silently shaking her head, gazing with unseeing 
eyes far into the steppe, where, silvery under the sun, a selvage 
of young wormwood divided the earth from the sky. 


§ 4 § 

Early that evening Dunia and her mother, unreconciled and 
taciturn, were setting up a fallen fence in the garden down by 
the Don. Mishka came up. He silently took the spade from 
Dunia’s hands, and said : 

“ You’re digging the holes too shallow, the next wind will 
blow your fence down again.” And he began to deepen the holes 
for the posts, then helped to set up the fence, fastened it to the 
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posts, and went off. Next morning he brought two freshly 
planed rakes and a pitchfork handle and stood them on end out¬ 
side the Melekhovs’ porch. After greeting Ilinichna, he asked 
in a businesslike tone : 

“ Are you thinking of mowing the meadow-grass ? Other 
people have already gone across the Don.’’ 

Ilinichna did not answer. Dunia spoke instead. 

“We’ve got nothing to get over the river in. Our boat has 
been lying under the shed since the autumn, and it’s all dried 
out.” 

“You should have set it down in the water in the spring,” 
Mishka said reproachfully. “ Perhaps it can be caulked ? You 
can’t manage without a boat.” 

Dunia looked at her mother humbly and expectantly. 
Ilinichna went on silently kneading dough and behaved as 
though the conversation was nothing to do with her. 

“ Have you got any tow ? ” Mishka asked, smiling almost 
imperceptibly. 

Dunia went into the store-room and brought back an armful 
of hemp ends. 

Mishka put the boat in order by dinner-time, then came into 
the kitchen. 

“ Well, I’ve dragged the boat down to the water, now it can 
soak. Tie it up to a trunk, or someone may go off with it.” 
He again asked : “ Well, how about the haymow, auntie ? Per¬ 
haps I could give you a hand ? I’ve got nothing to do just now 
in any case.” 

“ You ask her,” Ilinichna nodded at Dunia. 

“I’m asking the mistress.” 

“Anyone can see I’m not the mistress here. ...” 

Dunia burst into tears, and went into the best room. 

“ Then I’ll have to give a hand,” Mishka said decisively. 
“ Where are your carpenter’s tools ? I’d like to make you a 
rake, for I don’t suppose the old ones are much use.” 

He went off under the shed and, whistling, began to sharpen 
the teeth of a rake. Little Mishatka danced around him, implor- 
ingly gazing into his eyes and asking : 

“ Uncle Mikhail, make me a small rake, for I’ve got nobody 
to make one for me. Granny doesn’t know how to, and auntie 
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doesn’t either. You’re the only one who knows, you know very 
well how to make one.” 

“ I’ll make you one, namesake, by God I’ll make you one. 
But stand back a bit, or a shaving may fly into your eye,” Koshevoi 
told him, laughing and thinking in amazement : ‘ Well, isn’t 
he like, the little devil! The very image of his father ! His 
eyes, and his eyebrows, and the same way of turning back his 
upper lip. . . . Now there’s workmanship for you ! ’ 

He set to work to make a tiny toy rake, but he was unable 
to finish the job : his lips turned blue, an infuriated yet resigned 
expression appeared on his yellow face. He stopped whistling, 
laid down the knife and wriggled his shoulders as though cold. 

“ Mikhail Gregorich, namesake, go and fetch me a piece of 
sacking or something, and I’ll lie down,” he asked Mishatka. 

But what for ? ” the boy asked inquisitively. 

“ I want to be ill.” 

“What for ? ” 

“ Oh, the way you stick, just like burrs ! Why, my time has 
come to be ill, that’s all ! Fetch it quick ! ” 

“ But how about my rake ? ” 

“ I’ll finish it later.” 

A violent shiver racked Mishka’s body, and his teeth chattered. 
He stretched himself out on the sacking Mishatka brought, then 
took off his cap and covered his face with it. 

“ Have you fallen ill already ? ” Mishatka asked bitterly. 

“Yes, I’m ill now.” 

“ But what are you shivering for ? ” 

“ It’s the fever shaking me.” 

“ But what are you chattering your teeth for ? ” 

With one eye Mishka glanced from under the cap at his trouble¬ 
some little namesake, smiled curtly and ceased to answer his 
questions. Mishatka stared at him in alarm, and ran into the 
hut. 

“ Granny, uncle Mikhail’s lain down under the shed and he’s 
shivering and shivering till he’s almost dancing.” 

Ilinichna looked out of the window, went to the table, and was 
long, long silent, turning something over in her mind. 

“Why don’t you say something, granny ? ” Mishatka asked, 
impatiently, tugging at the sleeve of her bodice. 
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Ilinichna turned to him and said firmly : 

“ Little one, take a blanket and carry it out to him, the anti- 
Christ, so that he can cover himself. It’s fever that’s shaking 
him, a sort of illness. Can you carry the blanket ? ” She went 
across to the window again, gazed out into the yard, and said 
hurriedly : “ Stop, stop ! Don’t bother, there’s no need.” 

Dunia had covered Koshevoi with her own sheepskin coat and 
now was bending over him, saying something to him. 

After the attack had passed Mishka spent the rest of the day 
busily preparing for the mowing. He was obviously much 
weaker. His movements were sluggish and uncertain, but he 
finished Mishatka’s rake for him. 

In the evening Ilinichna prepared the supper, seated the 
children at the table and, without looking at Dunia, told 
her : 

“ Go and call that . . . what’s his name ... to supper.” 

Mishka sat down at the table without crossing himself, his 
body huddled wearily. His yellow face, marked with dirty 
streaks of dried sweat, revealed his exhaustion ; his hand trem¬ 
bled a little as he carried the spoon to his lips. He ate little and 
reluctantly, occasionally unconcernedly looking around him at 
the others. But Ilinichna was astonished to notice that the 
“ murderer’s ” faded eyes grew' warm and lit up whenever they 
rested on little Mishatka ; tiny sparks of admiration and pleasure 
momentarily flamed up in them and died away, and a hardly 
noticeable smile lurked at the corners of his lips. Then he 
shifted his gaze, and a numb indifference again lay like a shadow 
over his face. 

Ilinichna furtively began to watch Koshevoi. Only then did 
she realize how terribly thin he had gone as the result of his 
illness. The arches of his collar-bones showed prominently 
under his dusty grey tunic, his broad shoulders were hunched, 
and the bones almost protruded through the skin, while his hairy 
Adam’s apple looked absurd on his childishly thin neck. The 
more Ilinichna observed the “ murderer’s ” bowed figure and 
waxen face, the more she felt an acute discomfort, as though she 
were being torn in twain. Suddenly an uninvited pity for this 
man whom she hated so much—that gripping, motherly pity 
which subdues even strong women—awoke in Ilinichna’s heart. 
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Unable to master this new feeling, she pushed a plateful of milk 
across to Mishka, and said : 

‘‘ Eat up, for God’s sake ! You’re so thin that I feel sick to 
look at you. ... A fine bridegroom you’d make 1 ” 

The villagers began to talk about Koshevoi and Dunia. Hap¬ 
pening to meet Dunia at the landing-stage, one woman asked 
with an obvious sneer in her voice : “ Have you taken on Mikhail 
as a labourer ? He never seems to leave your yard ! ” 

To all her daughter’s persuasions Ilinichna stubbornly replied : 

You can ask as much as you like, I won’t give you away to him. 
You’ll never have my blessing ! ” And only when Dunia 
announced that she would go off to live with Koshevoi, and at 
once began to collect her finery, did Ilinichna change her decision. 

“ Come to your senses ! ” she exclaimed in alarm. “ What 
shall I do alone with the children ? Are we to perish } ” 

“ You know best, mother, but I don’t want to be the laughing¬ 
stock of the village,” Dunia said quietly, continuing to throw her 
maiden finery out of the chest. 

Ilinichna stood silently working her lips, but at last, after a long 
silence, shifting her feet as though they were heavy, she went 
to the ikon corner. 

“Well, so be it, daughter ! ” she whispered, taking down the 
ikon. “ If that’s what you’re thinking, then God help you 1 
Come here. ...” 

With alacrity Dunia dropped to her knees. Ilinichna blessed 
her, and added in a quivering voice : 

“ My dead mother blessed me with this ikon. . . . Oh, your 
father ought to see you now. . . . Do you remember what he 
said about your groom ? God knows how hard it is for me. ...” 
Silently turning away, she went out into the porch. 

No matter how hard Mishka tried, no matter how much he 
pleaded with Dunia to forego a church marriage, the stubborn girl 
would not change her mind. So, grinding his teeth, Mishka had 
to agree. Mentally cursing everything in the world, he made 
ready for the ceremony as though preparing for execution. 
Father Vissarion made them man and wife surreptitiously in the 
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empty church at night. After the ceremony he congratulated 
the youthful couple, and said in an edifying tone : 

“ Well, young Soviet comrade, you see how life has its turns ; 
last year you set fire to my house with your own hand, delivered 
it over to the burning so to speak, and to-day I’ve had the pleasure 
of officiating at your marriage. As the proverb says : ‘ Don^t 
spit into the well, you may need to drink from it.’ But all the 
same I’m glad, heartily glad that you’ve come round and found 
your way to Christ’s church.” 

That was the last straw for Mishka. Ashamed of his weakness 
of will and angry with himself, he had said not a word in the 
church. But now he shot a furious look at the spiteful priest 
and whispered, so that Dunia should not hear : 

“ Pity you fled from the village then, for I’d have burnt you 
together with your house, you long-maned devil ! You get that 
clear, do you ? ” 

Dumbfounded by the surprise of this attack, the priest stared 
with blinking eyes at Mishka. But the bridegroom tugged at 
his young wife’s sleeve, sternly said : “ Come on ! ” and, his 
army boots clattering noisily, made for the door. 

At this cheerless wedding there was no drinking of vodka nor 
bawling of songs. Prokhor Zykov, who acted as best man, 
complained about it to Aksinia next day, spitting with disgust 
again and again. 

“Well, girl, it was a fine wedding, I can.tell you ! In the 
church Mikhail muttered something to the priest that made the 
old man’s jaw drop ! And at supper, do you know what we had ? 
Roast fowl and sour milk. ... If the devils had only given us 
a tiny drop of vodka ! Gregor Pantalievich ought to have seen 
how his sister was married off. . . . He’d have clutched his 
head ! No, girl, I’ve had enough 1 I’m not going to any more 
of these newfangled weddings. A dog’s marriage is merrier, the 
bitches do at least tear one another’s hair out, and there is plenty 
of noise. But here there was neither drinking nor fighting, may 
the infidels be accursed ! You know, I was so upset after the 
wedding that I couldn’t sleep all night, I lay scratching myself 
as though they’d put a fistful of fleas under my shirt. . . .” 



CHAPTER III 


§I§ 

FROM THE day when Koshevoi installed himself in the Melekhov 
hut everything on the farm took a new turn ; in a short time he 
had mended the fence and carted in the steppe hay and stacked 
it on the threshing floor, neatly thatching the top ; in preparation 
for the harvest he fitted a new platform and wings to the harvester, 
diligently cleaned the floor in readiness for the threshing, repaired 
the old winnow and mended the harness. For he was secretly 
dreaming of exchanging the yoke of bullocks for a horse, and 
said more than once to Dunia : We ought to provide ourselves 
with a horse. Driving with these yoked apostles is like going to 
a funeral. One day in the store-room he discovered a tin of 
white lead and ultramarine, and at once decided to paint the house 
shutters, which were grey with age. The Melekhov hut seemed 
to grow young again as it looked out on the world with the bright 
blue frames of its windows. 

Mishka proved to be a zealous master. Despite his fever he 
worked without folding his arms. Dunia helped him in every¬ 
thing. 

In the first few days of their married life she grew distinctly 
better looking and seemed to spread in the shoulders and hips. 
She had a new expression in her eyes, in her walk, even in the 
way she tidied her hair. Her former awkward angularity of 
movement, her childish' assurance and energy vanished. Always 
smiling, and grown more sedate, she gazed at her husband with 
loving eyes and saw nothing of what was happening around her. 
Young happiness is always undiscerning. 

But with every passing day Ilinichna felt more and more keenly 
the loneliness which had come upon her. She had grown super¬ 
fluous in the house in which she had spent almost all her life. 
Dunia and her husband worked as though they were building 
their own nest in some new spot. They discussed nothing with 
her, and did not ask her consent when they made some innovation 
on the farm ; and they did not even find a kindly word to use 
when speaking to the old woman. When they sat down at the 
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table they would exchange a few insignificant remarks with her, 
then once more Ilinichna was left alone with her cheerless 
thoughts. She gained no joy from her daughter’s happiness, 
and the presence of a strange man in the house—and her son-in- 
law remained as much a stranger to her as before—oppressed her. 
Life itself was beginning to be a burden to her. In one year 
she had lost so many of her dear ones, and she lived on, broken 
by suffering, grown old and pitiful. Much sorrow had she 
known in her life, perhaps too much. Now she no longer had 
the strength to resist it, and she constantly had a superstitious 
presentiment that death, which had grown so accustomed to 
visiting her family, would yet cross the threshold of the old 
Melekhov house more than once. Now she was reconciled to 
Dunia’s marriage she had only one desire : to live to see Gregor’s 
return, to hand the children over to him, and then to close her 
eyes for ever. During her long and arduous life she had suffered 
enough to earn her right to repose. 


§ 2 § 

Endlessly the long summer days dragged by. Burning hot 
shone the sun. But the pricking sunlight no longer warmed 
Ilinichna. She sat motionless for hours on the porch, in the 
full sunlight, indifferent to all around her. She was no longer 
the bustling and zealous housewife she had been. She felt no 
desire to do anything. It was all for nothing, and now seemed 
unnecessary and unreal ; nor did she have the strength to work 
as in past days. She often examined her hands, marred with 
many years of labour, and thought: ‘Well, my hands have done 
their work now. .. . It’s time to rest. ... I’ve lived my life, 
and enough. ... So long as I live to see my Grisha . . .’ 

Only once did she recover her former vitality, and then not for 
long. One day Prokhor dropped in on his way home from 
Vieshenska, shouting when still some distance off : 

“ How about treating me, granny Ilinichna ? I’ve brought 
you a letter from your son.” * 

The old woman turned pale. In her mind a letter was inevit¬ 
ably associated with some new misfortune. But when Prokhor 
read Gregor’s brief letter, a good half of it consisting of greetings 
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Xo his dear ones, and only at the end indicating that he would 
try to get home on leave in the autumn, for aTong time Ilinichna 
could not speaJi for joy. Little tears as tiny as beads rolled over 
her brown face, over the deep furrows in her cheeks. Hanging 
her head, she wiped them away with the sleeve of her bodice, 
with her rough hand. But they went on rolling down her face 
and, dropping one by one on to her apron, speckled it as though 
they were a warm and heavy rain. Prokhor not merely had no 
pleasure in women’s tears, he could not endure them. So, frown¬ 
ing with annoyance, he said : 

“ You’ve worked yourself up into a fine state, granny ! What 
a lot of moisture the likes of you women have got ! You ought 
to be glad and not start crying. Well, I’m off. Good-bye ! 
I don’t get much joy out of watching you.” 

Ilinichna stopped weeping and halted him : 

“ For such good news, my dear. . . . How could I let myself 
go like that ? Wait a bit, and I’ll treat you ...” she muttered 
incoherently, taking out a bottle she had kept for many a day 
in the chest. 

Prokhor sat down and stroked his moustache. 

“Will you have a drink with me as you’re so happy ” he 
asked. Though he at once thought anxiously : ‘ Well, now the 
devil’s got hold of my tongue again ! She’ll go and have 
her share, and there’s only enough vodka in the bottle for a 
smell. . . .’ 

But Ilinichna refused. She carefully folded up the letter and 
laid it on the ikon-shelf ; but, evidently thinking better of it, she 
picked it up again, held it in her hands for a moment, then thrust 
it into her bosom and pressed it firmly against her heart. 

When Dunia returned from the fields she read the letter again 
and again, and at last smiled and sighed : 

“ Oh, if only he’d come soon ! You’re no longer your old self, 
mother 1 ” 

Ilinichna jealously took the letter from her, concealed it again 
at her breast and, smiling, looking at her daughter with beaming, 
half-closed eyes, said : 

“ Not even the dogs bark about me. I’m so useless these days, 
but my younger son has remembered his mother 1 The way he 
writes 1 He calls me by my full name too 1 I bow low to you, 
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dear mother, he writes, and also to the dear children ; and he 
didn't forget you, Dunia. . . , Well, what are you laughing at ? 
You're a fool, a complete fool! " 

“ Why, mother, can't I smile now ? But where are you off 
to ? " 

‘‘I'm going to the garden to hoe the potatoes." 

“ I'll do it myself to-morrow ; you should stay at home. 
You’re always complaining of feeling ill, and now you’ve suddenly 
found work to do ! ” 

“ No, ril go. . . . I’m so happy. I'd like to be by myself," 
llinichna admitted, and youthfully, swiftly tied her kerchief 
around her head. 

On the way to the garden she called to see Aksinia. For the 
sake of decency she talked at first of indifferent matters, and then 
took out the letter. 

“ Our boy’s sent me a letter ; he’s made his mother happy, 
he promises to come home on leave. Here, neighbour, read it, 
and I’ll listen to it once more." 

After that Aksinia often had to read the letter. llinichna 
would drop in of an evening, would take out the yellow envelope 
carefully wrapped in a handkerchief, and ask with a sigh : 

“ Read it, Aksinia dear. To-day there's a weight on my heart, 
and in my sleep I saw him quite small, just as he was when he 
went to school." 

In the course of time the words, written in copying ink pencil, 
began to blur, and many of them could not be distinguished at 
all. But that made no difference to Aksinia ; she had read the 
letter so often that she knew it by heart. Later still, when the 
thin paper was falling to pieces, she unhesitatingly told llinichna 
all the contents of the letter down to the last line. 

§ 3 § 

A couple of weeks after the arrival of the letter llinichna felt 
ill. Dunia was busy with the threshing, and the old woman did 
not want to take her off the work, yet she could not manage the 
cooking herself. 

“ I shan’t get up to-day. You manage somehow on your 
own," she asked her daughter. 
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Why, where are you feeling bad, mother ? 

Ilinichna examined the tucks on her old bodice, and answered 
without raising her eyes : 

“ I feel bad all over . . . just as though everything inside me 
had been beaten to a pulp. . . . When I was younger your dead 
father used to go mad and beat me. . . . And he’d got cast-iron 
fists. ... Fd lie for a week as though dead. And that’s just 
how I feel now : everything inside me seems to be broken, Fm 
all thrashed. ...” 

“ Shall I send Mikhail for the doctor ? ” 

“ What do I need him for ? I’ll get up somehow.” 

Next day she did get up, and went out into the yard ; but 
towards evening she took to her bed again. Her face swelled 
a little, and bags of water appeared under her eyes. Several 
times during the night she raised herself on her arms, lifting her 
head from the piled pillows, breathing fast, suffering from a 
shortage of breath. Then the choking sensation left her, and she 
could lie quiedy on her back and even get out of bed. She 
passed several days in a state of quiet renunciation and peace. 
She wanted to be alone, and when Aksinia came to see her, she 
gave curt answers to her questions and sighed with relief when 
she went. She was glad that the children spent most of the 
day in the open air, and that Dunia rarely came in and did not 
pester her with questions. She no longer had need of any 
sympathy or solace. A moment had come when she felt an 
overwhelming need to be left alone, in order to recall much of 
her life. Half closing her eyes, she lay for hours without stirring, 
except for her swollen fingers gathering the folds of the blanket ; 
and during those hours all her life passed before her. 

It was amazing how short and mean that life appeared, and 
how much of it was oppressive and bitter, how much she had 
no wish to recall. For some reason, her memories and thoughts 
turned most of all to Gregor. Maybe because she had not 
known freedom from anxiety for him during all the years since 
the beginning of the war, and because he was the only link bind¬ 
ing her to life. Or perhaps the yearning for her elder son and 
her husband had been numbed, had faded with time, for she 
recalled them more rarely, and she seemed to see them through 
a grey misty haze. She was reluctant to recall her youth, her 
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married life. That was all simply unnecessary, it had receded 
so far into the distance, and now brought neither pleasure nor 
relief. Returning to the past in her memories, she remained 
stern and unsullied in thought. But she recalled her “ younger 
boy ” with extreme, almost tangible clarity. Yet the moment 
she thought of him her heart began to beat faster. Then the 
choking sensation returned, her face went grey, and she lay a long 
time unconscious. But as soon as she recovered she thought of 
him again. She could not forget her last son. . . . 

One day she was lying in the best room. The noonday sun 
was glittering outside. In the southern edge of the sky white 
clouds, raised on end by the wind, were floating majestically in 
the dazzling azure. The oppressive silence was broken only by 
the monotonous, stupefying grate of the grasshoppers. Outside, 
right beneath the window, the grass huddling against the house 
substructure—half-faded goose-grass mingled with bromegrass 
and quitch—had been left unwithered by the sun, and it was 
here that the grasshoppers had found shelter. Ilinichna listened 
to their incessant chirruping, caught the scent of the sun-warmed 
grass which penetrated into the room, and for a moment she had 
a vision of the sunbaked August steppe, the golden wheat stubble, 
the glowing iizure sky enveloped in a dove-grey haze. 

She distinctly saw tlic bullocks pasturing on the worm-wooded 
bounds of the fields, the wagon with the canopy stretched over 
it ; she heard the dry grating of the grasshoppers, breathed in 
the cloyingly bitter scent of the wormwood. . . . And she sav/ 
herself—young, well-grown, beautiful. There she went, hasten¬ 
ing to the encampment. The stubble rustled under her feet 
and stung her bare calves, at her back the burning wind dried 
the sweaty shirt gathered into her skirt and scorched her neck. 
Her cheeks were flooded with crimson, the rush of blood to her 
face caused a fine ringing in her ears. With one bent arm she 
restrained her heavy, straining, milk-filled breasts and, hearing 
a childish sobbing cry, quickened her steps, unbuttoning the 
neck of her shirt as she went. 

Her weather-beaten lips quivered and smiled as she took the 
tiny, sv/arthy Grishatka from the cradle hanging under the wagon. 
Holding the sweaty string of her cross away from her neck with 
her teeth, she hurriedly gave him the breast, whispering through 
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her clenched teeth : ** My darling, my little son I My beautiful 
one. . . . Your mother’s famished you with hunger. . . 
Still sobbing offendedly, the little Grishka sucked and bit pain¬ 
fully at the teat with his tiny gums. And beside her stood his 
young, black-moustached father, whetting a sc 5 rthe. From 
under her drooping lashes she saw his smile and the bluish whites 
of his twinkling eyes. The heat made it difficult for her to 
breathe, the sweat streamed from her brow and tickled her 
cheeks, and the light faded, faded before her eyes. . . . 

She aroused herself from the dream, passed her hand over her 
tear-stained face, and then lay still a long time, tormented with 
a cruel attack of choking, occasionally sinking into a coma. 

Late that evening, when Dunia and her husband had gone to 
sleep, she gathered the rest of her strength, rose, and went into 
the yard. Aksinia was out late, seeking her cow which had got 
separated from the herd, and as she returned home she saw 
Ilinichna walking slowly, swaying as she went, into the threshing 
floor. “ What has she gone in there for, ill as she is ? ” Aksinia 
wondered and, stealing up to the fence which bounded the 
Melekhovs’ threshing floor, looked inside. A full moon was 
shining. A breeze w^as blowing from the steppe. The stack 
of straw cast a dense shadow over the bare, stone-rollered floor. 
Ilinichna was supporting herself with both hands on the fencing, 
gazing out into the steppe, to where a camp-fire lit by the mowers 
was glimmering like a distant, inaccessible little star. Aksinia 
clearly saw the old woman’s swollen face lit up by the bluish 
light of the moon, the grey strand of hair breaking from under 
her black shawl. 

Ilinichna stood long gazing into the darkling steppe, then 
called quietly, as though he were standing quite close to her : 

“ Grisha dear ! My darling boy ! ” 

She was silent for a moment, then in a different, low and 
husky voice she said : 

Blood of my blood ! ” 

All Aksinia’s body shivered, gripped by an inexplicable feeling 
of anxiety and fear. Sharply falling back from the fence, she 
went to her hut. 

That night Ilinichna realized that soon she was to die, that 
death had already come to her bed-head. At dawn she took 
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Gregor’s shirt out of the chest, rolled it up and laid it under her 
pillow. She also made ready her own grave-clothes, and the 
shirt in which she was to be attired after she had drawn her last 
breath. 

Next morning Dunia went in to see her mother as usual. 
Ilinichna took Gregor’s carefully folded shirt from under the 
pillow and, without speaking, held it out to Dunia. 

“What’s this ? ” Dunia asked in surprise. 

“ Grisha’s shirt. . . . Give it to your husband, let him wear 
it. His old one must be rotten with sweat,” Ilinichna said very 
faintly. 

Dunia noticed her mother’s black skirt, shirt and fabric slippers 
lying on the bench—the clothes in which the body is attired when 
it is sent forth on its long journey—saw them and paled. 

“ What have you been getting those things ready for, mother ? 
Take them away, for Christ’s sake ! God, but it’s early for you 
to think of death I ” 

“ No, my time has come ...” Ilinichna whispered. “ My 
turn. . . . Look after the children, watch over them till Gregor 
returns, ... I can see now that I’m not going to live till then. 
. . , Ah, I’m not going to live till then. ...” 

So that Dunia should not see her tears, Ilinichna turned to 
the wall and covered her face with her kerchief. 

§ 4 § 

She died three days later. Other women of her own age 
washed her body, attired her in her burial clothes, and laid her 
out on the table in the best room. In the evening Aksinia came 
to say farewell to the dead. She had difficulty in recognizing 
the features of the former proud and great-hearted Ilinichna in 
the stern and beautiful face of this little old woman. As she 
touched the cold yellow brow with her lips, Aksinia noticed the 
familiar insubmissive strand of grey hair breaking from under 
the white kerchief, and the tiny round shell of the ear, just like 
a young woman’s. 

With Dunia’s consent Aksinia took the children to her hut. 
They were speechless and frightened by this new death. She 
fed them and took them to bed with her. She had a queer feeling 
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as she embraced these children of the man she loved, the little 
bodies huddling quietly one on each side of her. Softly she 
began to tell them fairy-tales remembered from her own child¬ 
hood, in order to distract them a little, to take their thoughts off 
their dead grandmother. Quietly, in a singsong voice she told 
them the story of the poor orphan Vaniushka : 

Swan-geese, 

Carry me 

On your wings so white : 

Carry me far 

To my native 

To my own dear land. . . . 

Before she had finished the story she heard the children 
breathing regularly and evenly. Mishatka was lying on the 
outside, his face pressed hard against her shoulder. With a 
movement of this shoulder Aksinia made his backflung little 
head more comfortable, and suddenly felt such a pitiless, rending 
yearning in her heart that a spasm clutched her throat. She 
broke into a violent and bitter weeping, shuddering with the 
sobs which'racked her. But she could not even wipe away her 
tears : Gregor’s children were sleeping in her arms, and she did 
not want to awaken them. 


CHAPTER IV 


§i§ 

After ilinichna’s death Koshevoi was left the sole and undis¬ 
puted master in the house, and it would have been natural for 
him to turn with still greater ardour to the restoration of the 
farm, to its further extension. But actually this was far from 
the case : with every day Mishka worked more and more reluct¬ 
antly. He often went out, and spent the evenings sitting on the 
porch far into the night, smoking, pondering something. Dunia 
could not help noticing the change which had occurred in her 
husband. More than once she was amazed to see that Mishka, 
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who formerly had worked with total disregard of self, would 
suddenly, for no apparent reason, drop the axe or plane and sit 
down to rest. The same thing happened in the fields when they 
sowed the winter rye ; he would take a couple of turns up and 
down the field, then would halt the bullocks, roll himself a cigar¬ 
ette and sit long on the ploughed land, smoking, knitting his 
brows. 

Dunia, who had inherited her father’s practical sagacity, 
thought anxiously : ‘ He’s not lasted long . . . either he’s ailing 
for something, or else he’s just lazy. I’ll only have trouble with 
such a husband ! You might think he was living with strangers : 
smoking half the day, scratching himself the other half, and 
never any time for work. ... I must have a talk with him, 
quietly, so as not to upset him, for if he goes on working as hard 
as this we’ll be unable to shovel need out of the house with a 
spade. . . .’ 

So one day Dunia guardedly asked him : 

“ You’re not the man you used to be, Mishka ; is your fever 
getting the better of you ? ” 

“ Why my fever ? It’s sickening enough here without fever,” 
Mislika answered irritably, touching up the bullocks and setting 
off behind the sower. 

Dunia thought it unwise to continue her questions ; after all, 
it wasn’t a woman’s place to instruct her husband. And there 
the matter ended. 

She was mistaken in her assumptions. The sole cause hinder¬ 
ing Mishka from working with his former zeal was the conviction, 
which grew stronger in him with every day, that he had settled 
down too soon in his native village. ‘ I’ve been a little too quick 
to turn to farming, I was in too much of a hurry . . . ’ he thought 
angrily, when he read the war reports in the regional newspaper 
or listened of an evening to the stories of demobilized Red cos- 
sacks, But he was especially disturbed by the attitude of the 
villagers : certain of them were openly saying that the Soviet 
government would be ended by winter, that Wrangel had 
advanced from Tauride and together with Makhno was already 
close to Rostov, that the Allies had landed a great expeditionary 
force in Novorossisk. Rumours, each more stupid than its 
predecessor, spread through the village. The cossacks who had 
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returned from concentration camps or the mines, who had 
managed to grow fat on their household victuals during the 
summer, kept themselves to themselves, drank home-made vodka 
of nights, had their own talks and, when they met Mishka, asked 
with feigned unconcern : “ You read the papers, Koshevoi ; tell 
us all about Wrangel, will they put an end to him soon ? And is 
it true or only talk that the Allies are pressing us hard again ? 


§ 2 § 

Late one Sunday afternoon Prokhor Zykov dropped in. 
Mishka had only just returned from the fields, and was washing 
himself, standing close to the porch. Dunia was pouring water 
out of a pitcher into his hands, gazing with a smile on her lips 
at her husband’s thin, sunburnt neck. Prokhor greeted them and 
seated himself on the bottom step of the porch, before asking : 

“ I suppose you haven’t had any news of Gregor Panta- 
lievich ” 

“ No,” Dunia answered ; ‘‘he hasn’t written.” 

“ Why, are you so anxious about him ? ” Mishka wiped his 
face and hands, and looked without a smile into Prokhor’s 
eyes. 

Prokhor sighed, and arranged the empty sleeve of his shirt. 

“ Of course I am. We served all our service together.” 

“ And you’re thinking of doing some more now, arc you ? ” 

“ More what ? ” 

“ Why, service ! ” 

“ My days of service with him are over.” 

“ But I thought you might be waiting for him and living to 
serve again,” Mishka went on, still without a smile. “To fight 
again against the Soviet government. . . .” 

“ Well, now you’re talking nonsense, Mikhail,” Prokhor said 
in an offended tone. 

“ Why am I ? I hear of all kinds of little talks that are going 
on in the village.” 

“ Have you heard me talking like that ? Where have you 
heard them ? ” 

“ Not you, but people like you and Gregor, who’re all waiting 
for ‘ their people.’ ” 
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Fm not waiting for * their people ’; they’re all the same to 

me. 

That’s just the curse of it, that they are all the same to you. 
Come into the house ; don’t take offence, I was joking.” 

Prokhor reluctantly went up the steps, saying as he crossed the 
threshold : 

“ Your jokes, brother, are not very funny. . . . The past 
has got to be forgotten. I’ve paid for the past.” 

“ Not all the past can be forgotten,” Mishlca said drily, as he 
sat down at the table. “ Stop and have supper with us.” 

“ Thank you. Of course the past can’t all be forgotten. For 
instance I’ve lost an arm, and I’d be very glad to forget it. But 
it won’t be forgotten : it’s always reminding me of itself.” 

Dunia said, as she laid the table, not looking at her 
husband : 

‘‘ Is it your opinion that anyone who’s been with the Whites 
can never be forgiven ? ” 

Why, what did you think ? ” 

“ Well, I thought that anyone who rakes up the past shall have 
his eyes put out, so they say.” 

You may find that in the Bible,” Mishka said coldly. “ But 
in my view a man must always answer for his deeds.” 

” The government says nothing about that,” Dunia remarked 
quietly. She did not wish to wrangle with her husband in the 
presence of another cossack, but inwardly she was annoyed with 
Mishka for his, as it seemed to her, misplaced joke with Prokhor 
and for the enmity he had openly shown to her brother. 

The government says nothing to you ; it’s got nothing to 
talk about with you. But service with the Whites has to be 
answered for under Soviet law.” 

“ And liave I got to answer for mine too ? ” Prokhor 
asked. 

‘‘ You’re only a sheep ; you’ve had a graze, now back into 
your pen ! There’ll be no questioning of orderlies, but Gregor 
will have to face the music when he turns up. We’ll question 
him about the rising.” 

“ And you’ll do the questioning, will you ? ” Duma’s eyes 
flashed as she set a cup of soured milk down on the table. 

Yes, I’ll question him too,” Mishka calmly answered. 
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It's not your business. . . . There’ll be questioners enough 
without you. He’s won his pardon by serving in the Red 
Army. ...” 

Dunia’s voice shook. She sat down at the table, gathering the 
flounces of her apron in her fingers. As though he had not 
noticed his wife’s agitation, Mishka went on unruffled : 

“ I’ll find it interesting to do some questioning too. . . . But 
so far as his pardon’s concerned we’ll have to see. . . . We’ll 
have to reconsider how far he’s earnt his pardon. He’s spilt 
quite a lot of our blood. We’ll have to measure out whose blood 
weighs the most. ...” 

This was the first squabble Mishka and Dunia had had since 
their marriage. There was an awkward silence in the kitchen. 
Mishka silently ate the milk, occasionally wiping his lips with 
a hand-towel. Prokhor smoked and gazed at Dunia. Then 
he began to talk of farming matters. He remained for another 
half-hour. As he was going he said : 

“ Kirill Gromov’s returned. Have you heard ? ” 

“No. Where’s he turned up from ? ” 

“ From the Reds. Fie was in the First Cavalry Brigade 
too.” 

“ Is he the one that served under Mamontov ? ” 

“ That’s him.” 

“ He was a fine fighter ! ” Mishka laughed sneeringly. 

“ I don’t think ! He was always the first where it was a 
question of looting. He had a ready hand for that sort of thing.” 

“ They say he sabred prisoners without mercy. Killed them 
for their boots. Killed them simply to get their boots and 
nothing else.” 

“ So they say,” Prokhor confirmed. 

“ And has he got to be pardoned too ? ” Mishka asked in a 
wheedling tone. “ God forgave his enemies and commanded us 
to do the same, or what ? ” 

“ That’s not easy to answer. . . . But what can you do with 
him ? ” 

“Well, I’d . . .” Mishka screwed up his eyes. “I’d give 
him such a time that he’d give up the ghost! And he won’t 
escape it, either. There’s the Don Cheka at Vieshenska, they’ll 
put their loving arms around him.” 
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Prokhor smiled and said : 

It's a true saying that only the grave can straighten the hunch¬ 
back. He’s come back with loot even from the Red Army. His 
wife was boasting to mine that he’d brought her home a woman’s 
coat, I don’t know how many dresses, and other things too. He 
was in Maslak’s brigade, and made his way home from there. 
He must have deserted, I think. He’s brought his weapons back 
with him.” 

What weapons ? ” Mishka asked. 

“You know what: a carbine, and a pistol, and possibly other 
stuff.” 

“ Has he been to the Soviet to register, do you know ? ” 

Prokhor roared with laughter, and waved his hand : 

“ You couldn’t drag him there by a rope ! I can’t help think¬ 
ing he’s on the run. If not to-day then to-morrow he’ll be 
slipping away from home. Now Kirill, by all the signs, is think¬ 
ing of doing some more fighting ; but you’re wrong in picking 
on me. No, brother. I’ve done my fighting ; I’m fed up to the 
back teeth with that form of amusement.” 

Prokhor left soon afterwards. A little later Mishka also went 
outside. Dunia fed the children, and was getting ready for bed 
when Mishka came back. In his hands he held something 
wrapped in a small sack. 

“ Where the devil have you been ? ” Dunia asked ungraciously. 

“ I’ve been getting my dowry,” Mishka smiled amiably. 

He unwrapped a carefully packed rifle, a wallet bulging with 
cartridges, a pistol and two hand-grenades. He laid them all 
on a bench and carefully poured some paraffin into a dish. 

Where’s all that come from ? ” Dunia indicated the 
weapons with her eyebrows. 

‘‘ They’re mine ; I brought them back from the front.” 

“ Then where did you have them buried ? ” 

“ No matter where ; they’ve been well looked after.” 

“ Well, you’re fond of keeping things to yourself, I must 
say. . . . You didn’t say a word about it. Hiding things even 
from your wife ? ” 

With a forcedly carefree smile, obviously hesitating, Mishka 
said: 

“ And why should I have told you, Dunia ? This isn’t a 
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woman’s business Let that property lie ; it’s not in the way 
ill the house, girl.” 

** But what have you brought it into the house for ? You’re 
a law-abiding cossack now, you know all ... . And won’t you 
have to answer for it to the law ? ” 

Mishka’s face set hard, and he said: 

” You’re a fool ! . When Kirill Gromov brings back weapons 
that’s a danger to the Soviet regime ; but when I bring them back 
it’ll only be gain to the Soviet regime. D’you understand ? 
Who will I have to answer to ? You’re babbling God knows 
what; go to bed and sleep.” 

He had made what in his opinion was the only sound deduc¬ 
tion : if Whites were coming back with weapons, then he had 
got to be on his guard. He diligently cleaned the rifle and pistol, 
and next morning, as soon as it was light, he went off on foot to 
Vieshenska. 

As Dunia put victuals into his haversack she exclaimed bitterly 
and angrily: 

“ You’re always keeping something from me I Do at least 
say how long you’re going for and why you’re going. What 
the devil d’you call this life ? He just gets ready to go, and you 
can’t get a word out of him ! Are you my husband or a button 
on my shirt ? ” 

” I’m going to Vieshenska, to the Military Commission. 
What else do you want me to tell you ? You’ll know everything 
when I return.” 

Holding his haversack against his side, Mishka dropped down 
to the Don, got into the boat, and swiftly rowed across to the 
farther bank. 


§ 3 § 

At Vieshenska, after a medical examination the doctor curtly 
told Mishka: 

“ My dear comrade, you’re no good for service in the ranks 
of the Red Army. Malaria’s made rather a bad mess of you. 
You’d better take a course of treatment, or you’ll get worse. 
The Red Army doesn’t need such as you.” 

” Then what sort does it need ? I’ve served two years, but 
now I’m no longer necessary, am I ? ” 
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** What we need first and foremost is men in good health. 
You get well, and then you’ll do. Take this prescription, you’ll 
get quinine at the chemist’s.” 

“ Yes ! I see now ! ” Koshevoi drew on his shirt as though 
putting a collar on a restive horse ; he seemed unable to get his 
head through the opening. He buttoned up his trousers in the 
street, and made straight for the Party Regional Committee. 


§ 4 § 

He returned to Tatarsk as chairman of the village Revolu¬ 
tionary Committee. Hurriedly greeting his wife, he said : 

“ Well, now we’ll see I ” 

‘‘ What do you mean by that ? ” Dunia asked in amazement. 

“ Just the same as before.” 

‘‘ And what was that ? ” 

I’ve been appointed chairman. Understand ? ” 

Dunia clapped her hands in her vexation. She was about to 
make some remark, but Mishka did not stop to listen to her. 
Standing before the mirror, he adjusted the strap on his faded 
khaki tunic and strode off to the Soviet. 

Old Mikheev had been appointed chairman of the Revolu¬ 
tionary Committee in the winter, and had held the office ever 
since. A little blind and deaf, he was overborne by his respon¬ 
sibilities and was delighted when Koshevoi told him he was to 
be relieved. 

“ Here are the papers, my eagle ; here’s the village stamp ; 
take them, for Christ’s sake 1 ” he said with unfeigned pleasure, 
crossing himself and rubbing his hands. “ I’m in my seventies 
now, and never in all my life have I held any office, but it fell 
to me in my declining years. . . . It’s just the right sort of work 
for a young man like you, but what use am I ? I can’t see 
properly, and I can’t hear properly. . . . It’s time I was saying 
my prayers, but they went and appointed me chairman. . . .” 

Mishka hurriedly scanned the instructions and orders sent by 
the district Revolutionary Committee and asked : 

“ Where’s the secretary ? ” 

‘‘Eh?” 

“ Damn it, I said, where’s the secretary ? ” 
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The secretary ? He’s sowing rye. He only comes here 
once a week, may he be struck by lightning ! Sometimes a paper 
comes from the district, and it’s got to be read, but you couldn’t 
find him with bloodhounds. And so an important paper has 
to lie for several days unread. For I’m bad at my letters, very 
bad ! I can only just manage to sign my name, and I can’t read 
at all ; all I can do is use the stamp. . . 

Raising his eyebrows, Koshevoi examined the scratched and 
dingy walls of the Revolutionary Committee’s room, which was 
decorated with a single old and flyblown placard. 

Old Mikheev was so delighted at his unexpected dismissal 
that he even ventured to jest: as he handed Koshevoi the stamp 
wrapped in a piece of rag, he said : 

“ That’s the entire village property ; there’s no money to be 
handed over, and under the Soviet regime the ataman’s insignia 
aren’t regarded with favour. If you like I can give you my old 
stick.” Smiling a toothless smile, he held out his ash stick, its 
handle well polished by much use. 

But Koshevoi did not feel in the mood for joking. Once more 
he looked around the miserable, neglected room, frowned and 
said with a sigh : 

“ We’ll reckon that I’ve taken everything over from you, daddy. 
Now hop off out of here to the devil ! ” With his eyes he 
expressively indicated the door. 

Then he seated himself at the table, sprawling his elbows, 
and sat there long alone, gritting his teeth, thrusting out his lower 
jaw. My God, what a son of a bitch he had been all these past 
days, while he had been rummaging about in the earth, not 
raising his head or listening properly to all that was going on 
around him ! Annoyed beyond words with himself and every¬ 
thing else, he rose from the table, arranged his tunic and said 
through set teeth, gazing into the distance. 

“ My boys. I’ll show you what the Soviet government is ! ” 

He shut the door, fastening it by the chain, and strode home¬ 
ward across the square. Close to the church he met the young¬ 
ster Obnizov, nodded to him carelessly, walked past and, suddenly 
struck by an idea, turned and shouted : 

Hey, Andriushka ! Wait a bit; here, I want you 1 ” 

The fair-haired, bashful lad came back without speaking. 
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Mishka held out his hand to him as though he were a man, and 
asked : 

‘‘ Where were you off to ? The other end of the village ? 
So you’re out for a stroll, are you ? This is what 1 wanted to 
ask you : you went to the advanced elementary school, didn’t 
you ? You did ? That’s good ! Do you know anything about 
office work ? ” 

What sort of office work ? ” 

“ Oh, just the ordinary sort. You know, the incomings and 
outgoings, sort of thing.” 

” What are you getting at, comrade Koshevoi ? ” 

“ Why, the papers you get in an office. Do you know any¬ 
thing about them ? You know, there are papers which have to 
be sent out, and there are other sorts too.” Mishka wriggled his 
fingers vaguely and, without waiting for an answer, said firmly : 
“ If you don’t know, you can soon learn. I’m chairman of the 
village Revolutionary Committee now, and, as you’re an educated 
lad, I appoint you the secretary. Go to the Revolutionary 
Committee house and watch over things there ; you’ll find them 
all lying on the table. And I’ll be back soon. Understand ? ” 

** Comrade Koshevoi! ” 

Mishka waved his hand and said impatiently : 

We can talk it all over later ; you go and take up your duties.” 
Slowly, with a measured stride, he went on along the street. 

At home he put on new trousers, thrust his pistol into his 
pocket, and spent some time arranging his cap before the mirror. 

“I’m just going somewhere on business,” he remarked to 
Dunia. “ If anyone asks where the chairman is, tell them I’ll 
soon be back.” 

The position of chairman made certain things obligatory. 
Mishka walked slowly and importantly ; his gait was so unusual 
for him that some of the villagers halted and gazed after him 
with smiles on their faces. Prokhor Zykov, who met him in 
the street, fell back to the fence with an air of respect and asked : 

“ But what’s all this for, Mikhail ? All dressed up in your 
best on a work day and marching along as though on parade ? 
You aren’t going to get married again, are you ? ” 

“ Something of the sort,” Mishka replied, pressing his lips 
together meaningly. 
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Outside Gromov’s gate he thrust his hand into his pocket for 
his pouch, and gave a keen glance around the spacious yard, the 
buildings scattered about it and the windows of the hut. 

Kirill Gromov’s mother happened to be coming out of the 
porch with a dish of pumpkin cut into small pieces for cattle- 
food. Mishka greeted her respectfully, and strode towards the 
steps. 

** Is Kirill at home, auntie ? ” 

“ Yes, he’s at home, go straight in ! ” the old woman said, 
stepping aside for him to pass. 

Mishka went into the dark porch, and groped in the semi¬ 
darkness for the door handle. 

Kirill himself opened the door of the best room to him, and 
fell back a step. Clean-shaven, smiling and a little tipsy, 
he gave Mishka a curt, searching glance and said in an easy 
tone : 

‘‘Yet another soldier ! Come in, Koshevoi, and sit down, be 
our guest. We were just having a drink, just a little drink. . . .” 

“ Hospitality makes for tasty victuals ! ” Mishka shook the 
master’s hands as he looked at the guests sitting round the 
table. 

His arrival was obviously inopportune. A broad-shouldered 
cossack, a stranger to Mikhail, sprawling at the far corner, gave 
Kirill a curt, interrogative glance as he shifted his glass. Semion 
Akhvatkin, a distant relative of the Korshunovs, who was sitting 
on the opposite side, frowned when he saw Mishka and turned 
his eyes away. 

Kirill invited Mishka to sit down. 

“ Thank you for the invitation.” 

“ But do sit down, don’t take offence, have a drink with us.” 

Mishka sat down at the table. Taking the glass of home-made 
vodka from the master’s hands, he nodded : 

“ Here’s to your return home, Kirill Ivanovich ! ” 

“ Thank you. Have you been back from the army long ? ” 

“Very long. I’ve had time to settle down.” 

“ To settle down and get married too, by all accounts. But 
what are you pulling a face for ? Drink it up ! ” 

“ I don’t want any more. I’ve got some business to talk over 
with you.” 
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“ But that^s too much I Don’t try that on me ! Fm not 
talking about business to-day ! To-day Fm enjoying myself 
with friends. If you’ve come on business, call again to-morrow.” 

Mishka rose from the table. Smiling calmly, he said : 

“It’s only a little matter, but it won’t wait. Come outside 
for a minute.” 

Stroking his neatly twisted black moustache, Kirill was silent 
for a moment, then he rose. 

“ Perhaps we can talk here ? Why break up the company ? ” 

“ No, let’s go outside,” Mishka replied quietly but insistently. 

“ Go outside with him ; what are you chaffering over ? ” 
said the strange, broad-shouldered cossack. 

Kirill reluctantly led the way into the kitchen. To his wife, 
who was busy at the stove, he muttered : 

“ Clear out of here, Katerina ! ” Sitting down on the bench, 
he asked curtly : “Well, what’s the business ? ” 

“ How many days have you been back ? ” 

“ Why, what’s the matter ? ” 

“ How many days have you been back, I asked.” 

“ This is the fourth, I think.” 

“ And have you been to the Revolutionary Committee yet ? ” 
Not yet.” 

“ And are you thinking of going to see the Military Com¬ 
mission at Vieshenska ? ” 

“ What are you after ? If you’ve come on business, talk 
about your business.” 

“ I am talking about my business.” 

“ Then go to the devil! Who the hell do you think you are, 
that I’ve got to give you an answer ? ” 

“ Fm chairman of the Revolutionary Committee. Show me 
your regimental papers.” 

“ So that’s it 1 ” Kirill drawled, and looked with a keen, 
suddenly sober glance into Mishka’s eyes. “ So that’s what 
you’re after ? ” 

“Yes, you’ve got it! Hand over your papers.” 

“ I’ll call at the Soviet with them to-day.” 

“ Show them this minute 1 ” 

“ I’ve got them packed away somewhere.” 

“ Then find them ! ” 
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“ No, Tm not going to look for them now. Go home, Mikhail, 
don’t make a scene here.” 

“ It’ll be a short scene I’ll make with you 1 ” Mishka put his 
right hand into his pocket. “ Get your coat on I ” 

“ Drop it, Mikhail ! You’d better not lay hands on me. . . 

“ Come on, I tell you ! ” 

Where to ? ” 

“To the Revolutionary Committee.” 

“ I don’t particularly want to. . . Kirill turned pale, but 
he spoke with a humorous smile on his face. 

Swaying a little to the left, Mishka pulled his pistol out of his 
pocket and cocked the hammer. 

“ Are you coming or not ? ” he quietly asked. 

Without a word Kirill strode towards the best room. But 
Mishka placed himself in his way, and with his eyes indicated 
the door leading to the porch. 

“ Boys ! ” Kirill shouted with assumed unconcern. “ I’ve 
been sort of arrested here. Finish off the vodka without me.” 

The door of the best room was flung wide open, and Akhvatkin 
made to cross the threshold. But, seeing the pistol pointed at 
him, he hurriedly fell back behind the doorpost. 

“ Come on 1 ” Mishka ordered Kirill. 

With an affectedly jaunty stride Kirill went towards the door, 
lazily took hold of the latch and suddenly, clearing the porch 
with one bound, furiously slammed the outer door and leaped 
down the steps. As, bent double, he ran across the yard towards 
the orchard, Mishka fired at him twice without hitting him. 
Standing with his feet wide apart, laying the barrel of his pistol 
across the elbow of his crooked left arm, Koshevoi took deliberate 
aim. At the third shot Kirill seemed to stumble, but, recovering, 
he sprang lightly over the fence. Mishka ran down from the 
porch. The dry crack of a rifle shot sounded from the house 
behind him. In front, there was a thud as the bullet picked 
out the clay in the whitewashed wall of a shed and sent grey 
fragments of stone scattering over the ground. 

Kirill ran swiftly and easily. His stooping figure flashed 
among the green foliage of the apple trees. Mishka leaped the 
fence, but fell, and as he lay fired twice more at the fugitive, then 
turned to face the house. The outside door was wide open. 
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Kiriirs mother was standing on the steps, her palm arched over 
her eyes, gazing into the orchard. * I should have shot him on 
the spot without stopping to talk ! ^ Mishka thought numbly. 
He lay for several minutes under the fence, gazing at the house, 
and with a measured, mechanical movement cleaned off the mud 
sticking to his knees. Then he rose, climbed heavily across the 
fence and, holding the pistol with its barrel pointed downwards, 
went back to the house. 


CHAPTER V 

§i§ 

In addition to Gromov, Akhvatkin and the strange cossack 
whom Mishka had seen in the Gromovs’ room also vanished. 
During the night two other cossacks disappeared from the village. 
A small detachment of the Don Cheka arrived at Tatarsk from 
Vieshenska, They arrested certain of the cossacks, and sent 
four, who had come home without documents from their regi¬ 
ments, to the Penal Regiment at Vieshenska. t 

Koshevoi spent all his days sitting in the Revolutionary Com¬ 
mittee room, returning home at dusk. He always put his loaded 
rifle by the bed, thrust his pistol under the pillow and lay down 
to sleep without undressing. The third day after the incident 
with Kirill he said to Dunia : 

“ Let’s sleep in the porch.” 

“ What on earth for ? ” Dunia asked in amazement. 

“ They might fire through the window. The bed’s close to 
the window.” 

Without a word Dunia shifted the bed into the porch. But 
that evening she asked : 

Well, and how long are we to go on living like hunted hares ? 
The winter’s coming on, and are we to roost in the porch then ? ” 

“ The winter’s a long way off yet, but meantime that’s how 
we’ve got to live.” 

‘‘ And how long will this ‘ meantime ’ last ? ” 

“ Until I’ve caught Kirill.” 
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“ D’you think he’s going to put his head into your hands ? ” 

“ He will some day,” Mishka answered confidently. 

But he was wrong : Kirill Gromov and his friends had hidden 
somewhere on the farther side of the Don. Hearing that the 
White commander Makhno was getting near the district, they 
made their way back to the other bank and went off to the village 
of Krasnokutsk, where, so rumour said, the advance detachments 
of Makhno’s band had already appeared. Kirill spent the night 
in Tatarsk and, chancing to meet Prokhor Zykov in the street, 
told him to inform Koshevoi that Gromov sent his respectful 
greetings and asked Mishka to expect a return visit before long. 
Next morning Prokhor told Mishka of his meeting and talk with 
Kirill. 

“ All right! Let him turn up I He’s got away once, but he 
won’t a second time. He’s taught me how to treat the likes of 
him, and I thank him for the lesson,” Mishka said when Prokhor 
had finished. 


§ 2 § 

Makhno and his band had in fact arrived on the confines of 
the Upper Don Region. In a short fight close to Konkov he 
smashed an infantry battalion sent from Vieshenska to meet him. 
However, he did not advance towards the regional centre, but 
made in the direction of Millerovo station, crossed the railway 
to the north of it, and retreated towards Starobielsk. The most 
active of the White Guard elements among the cossacks went off 
to join him, but the majority remained at home, waiting to see 
what happened. 

Koshevoi went on living with ears pricked up, closely watching 
all that went on in the village. But life in Tatarsk was n6t par¬ 
ticularly cheerful. The cossacks ardently cursed the Soviet 
regime for all the shortages which they were having to experience. 
There was almost nothing in the tiny shop which the local 
co-operative' society had recently opened. Soap, sugar, salt, 
paraffin, matches, tobacco, cartgrease—all these articles of prime 
importance were lacking, and the bare shelves exhibited expensive 
packets of cigarettes and bits of ironware which went unsold for 
months on end. 

In place of paraffin the villagers used melted butter and fat in 
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saucers. Manufactured tobacco was replaced by home-grown or 
self-sown tobacco. In the absence of matches flints and lighters 
roughly made by the smiths came into general use. Tinder was 
boiled in a solution of sunflower ash and water to make it catch 
alight more quickly, but even so it was difficult to obtain a light. 
More than once, returning home of an evening from the Revolu¬ 
tionary Committee, Mishka saw smokers gathered in a circle 
at a corner, engaged in vigorously striking sparks from flints, 
cursing under their breath : “ Soviet government, give us a 
light! ** At last one of them would get a spark to fall on the dry 
tinder, it flared up, and they all blew violently on the feeble 
flame. After lighting their cigarettes they silently squatted down 
on their heels, exchanging the news. 

Nor was there any paper with which to make cigarettes. All 
the registers were carried off from the church vestry, and when 
the Cossacks had smoked them everything in the huts themselves 
was used for making cigarettes, including children's old school 
books and even the older people's religious books. 

Prokhor Zykov, who was a frequent visitor to the Melekhov 
yard, obtained all the paper he could from Mikhail and said 
mournfully : 

“ The lid of my wife's family chest was pasted all over with old 
newspapers—I tore them off and smoked them. We had a New 
Testament, a religious book like that! But I've smoked it too. 
And IVe smoked the Old Testament. The holy saints didn't 
write enough of these testaments. My wife had kept a family 
record ; she'd got all our relations, alive and dead, written down 
in it. I smoked that book too. And now what—have I got to 
smoke cabbage leaves or use burdocks for paper ? No, Mikhail, 
say what you like, but give us a newspaper. I can't live without 
a smoke. When I was at the German front I swopped my ration 
of bread more than once for an ounce of tobacco." 

§3S 

Far from cheerful was life in Tatarsk that autumn. The 
ungreased wheels of the wagons squealced as they rolled along, 
the leather harness and footwear dried and cracked for lack of 
grease, but most keenly felt of all was the lack of salt. That 
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accursed salt caused much bitterness to Mikhail. One day a 
group of the old men came to the Soviet. They sedately greeted 
the chairman, took off their caps, and seated themselves on the 
benches. 

“ There's no salt in the village, mister chairman," said one of 
them. 

“ There are no misters now," Mishka corrected him. 

“ Please excuse me, I always say it out of habit. ... We 
can live without the misters, but we can’t without salt." 

“ Well, what is it you want, elders ? " 

“ Chairman, you must do something to get salt brought to the 
village. It can’t be carted all the way from Manich with 
bullocks." 

“ I’ve reported on the matter to the Region. They know all 
about it. They ought to be sending some soon." 

While the sun’s rising the dew rots the seeds," said one of 
the old men, staring down at the floor. 

Mishka flared up and rose from the table. Livid with anger, 
he turned out his pockets : 

“ I haven’t got any salt. D’you see } I don’t carry it about 
with me and I can’t suck it out of my fingers for you. D’you 
understand, elders ? ’’ 

“ Where on earth has it got to, this salt ? ’’ hunchbacked old 
Chumakov asked, after a moment’s silence, looking around in 
astonishment with his one eye. “ In the old days, under the^ 
former government, nobody even had to speak about it; it lay 
in piles everywhere. But now you can’t even get hold of a pinch 
of it. . . ." 

Our government has got nothing to do with it," Mishka 
said more calmly. “ The only government that’s to blame for 
it is your former Cadet government. It was they who did so 
much destruction that there’s not even anything to cart salt 
with. All the railway lines are smashed, and the trucks too." 

He spent a great deal of time telling the old men how during 
the retreat the Whites had destroyed the State property, had 
blown up factories, had burnt down warehouses. He had seen 
some of it himself during the war, he had heard more, and the 
rest he imaginatively invented with the sole object of turning 
the discontent away from his own Soviet government. To 
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defend that government from reproaches he lied and wriggled 
shamelessly, thinking the while: ‘ It will be no great woe if 
I talk the swine's heads off! They're swine in any case, and 
they won't lose anything by it, while it'll be to our gain. . . 

“ Do you think that these bourgeoisie aren't clever, or what ? 
They're not fools. They collected all the stocks of sugar and 
salt, thousands of poods of it, from all over Russia and carried it 
off to the Crimea, and there they loaded it on to steamers and 
sent it to other countries to be sold," he said, his eyes glittering. 

“ And did they cart off all the cartgrease too ? " crooked 
Chumakov asked distrustfully. 

“ Do you think they were going to leave it behind for you, 
daddy ? A lot of need they have of you, or any of the toiling 
people. They’ll find someone to sell even the grease to ! They’d 
have carted off everything with them if they could, so that the 
people here would die of hunger." 

“ That's true, of course," one of the old men agreed. “ The 
rich are all like that, out to get the last grain. From time 
immemorial it’s been well established that the richer you are 
the greedier you are. In Vicshenska there was a merchant who 
piled everything he had on wagons when the first retreat took 
place. He carried off all his property down to the last reel of 
cotton. And the Reds got quite close, but there he was, still 
not ready to drive out of his yard, running about dressed in 
a sheepskin, pulling the nails out of the walls with pincers. ‘ I'm 
not going to leave a single nail behind for them, damn them ! ’ 
he said. So it isn’t very surprising that they’ve carried off the 
grease with them." 

“ But all the same, how are we going to manage without salt } " 
old Maksaev asked benevolently, towards the end of the talk. 

“ Our workers will soon dig up more salt, and meantime you 
can send wagons to Manich," Mishka advised guardedly. 

“ The people don't want to drive there. The Kalmyks do us 
harm, they won’t let us have salt at the lakes, and they carry off 
our bullocks. An acquaintance of mine came back with only his 
knout. One night three armed Kalmyks rode up and drove off 
his bullocks, and pointed to their throats : * Keep your mouth 
shut,' they said, * or you’ll come to a bad end, daddy.’ And now 
you drive there ! " 
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‘‘We'll have to wait a little longer," Chumakov sighed. 
Mishka managed to come to some kind of agreement with the 
elders, but at home he and Dunia had a serious conversation over 
this very question of salt. Altogether, something was going 
wrong in Mishka's relations with his wife. 

It had all begun on that memorable day when he had talked 
about Gregor in Prokhor's presence. That little squabble had 
not been forgotten. One evening at supper Mishka said : 

“ Your soup isn’t salted, mistress. Or is there a shortage of 
salt on the table and too much on your back ? " 

“ Under this government there isn't likely to be too much 
salt for some time to come. D'you know how much salt we’ve 
got left ? ’’ 

“ Well ? " 

“Two handfuls.’’ 

“ Things are in a bad way," Mishka sighed. 

“ Other folk rode off to Manich for salt away back in the 
summer, but you’ve never had time to think about it," Dunia 
said reproachfully. 

“ What could I have driven with ? In our first year of wedded 
life it doesn't seem right to harness you up, and as for real 
bullocks . . ." 

“You leave your jokes for another time ! WJien you're eating 
unsalted food, then you can joke I " 

“ What are you turning on me for ? Tell me where I’m to 
get salt from ! What a lot you are, you women 1 ‘ Belch it up 

if you like, but give us salt! ' But supposing there isn’t any, 
curse it ? " 

“ Other folk drove to Manich with bullocks. And now 
they’ve got salt and everything, but we'll be chewing taste¬ 
less stuff. . . ." 

“ We’ll get through it somehow, Dunia. They ought to be 
sending us salt soon. Have we got so little of that commodity ? " 
“ You’ve got plenty of everything ! " 

“ Who’s ‘ you ' ? " 

“ The Reds." 

“ And what are you ? " 

“ I'm what you see. You've talked and talked : ‘ We'll have 
plenty of everything, and we'll all be living on the same level and 
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well. . . Is this what you call living well With nothing 
to salt our soup ? 

Mishka stared at his wife in’alarm, and turned pale. 

“ What’s all this, Dunia ? What are you saying ? How caa 
you talk like that ? ” 

But Dunia had got the bit between her teeth : she also went 
pale with anger and indignation and, raising her voice to a shout, 
went on : 

Well, how can we live like this ? What are you staring your 
eyes out for ? Do you know, chairman, that already people’s, 
gums are swelling through lack of salt ? They’re digging up 
earth in the saltmarshes, people go as far even as Nechaev mound, 
and they put this earth into their soup. . . . Have you heard 
about that ? ” 

'' Wait a bit, don’t shout so much. . . . Well, and what 
next ? ” 

Dunia clapped her hands : 

“ What else do. you want ? ” 

‘‘ Have we got to live through it somehow or haven’t we ? ” 

Well, you live through it! ” 

“ I am living through it, but you . . . All your Melekhov 
character has come to the surface now. ...” 

What character ? ” 

“ Your counter-revolutionary character, that’s what! ” Mishka 
said thickly and rose from the table. He stared down at the 
floor and would not raise his eyes to his wife. His lips quivered 
as he said : 

If you talk like that again you and I shan’t be living together, 
understand that! Your words are the words of an enemy. . . 

Dunia was about to make some objection, but Mishka looked 
at her out of the corners of his eyes and raised his fist. 

“ Hold your tongue I ” he said huskily. 

Fearlessly, with open curiosity, Dunia gazed at him. After 
a moment she said calmly and cheerfully : 

‘‘ Well, all right, the devil knows what we’ve started to talk 
about. . . . We’ll manage without salt 1 ” She was silent for 
a second, and then added with the quiet smile of which Mishka 
was so fond : “ Don’t be angry, Misha ! If you’re going to be 
angry with us women over everything you’ll never stop being 



268 


THE DON FLOWS HOME TO THE SEA 


angry. What else can you expect from a stupid head ? Will 
you have some broth or shall I put out some sour milk for 
you ? ” 

Despite her youth, Dunia was already rich in worldly wisdom, 
and she knew when to be obstinate in an argument, and when it 
was necessary to make peace and retreat. 


§4§ 

A couple of weeks later a letter arrived from Gregor. He 
wrote that he had been wounded on the Wrangel front, and that, 
after recovering, in all probability he would be demobilized. 
Dunia told Mishka the contents of the letter, and guardedly 
asked : 

‘‘ Misha, when he comes home, how shall we manage ? 

“We’ll move to my hut. He can live here by himself. We’ll 
share the property.” 

“ We certainly can’t live together. By all the signs he’ll bring 
Aksinia here,” 

“ Even if it was possible I’d never live under the same roof as 
your brother,” Mishka declared sharply, 

Dunia raised her eyeBrows in astonishment: 

“ Why not, Mishka ? ” 

“ You know well enough ! ” 

“ You mean because he served with the Whites ? ” 

“You’ve got it.” 

“ How you dislike him 1 And yet you and he were friends 
once.” 

“ What the devil have I got to like him for ? We were friends, 
but our friendship came to an end long ago.” 

Dunia was seated at the spinning-wheel. The wheel hummed 
rhythmically. Suddenly the thread broke. Dunia held the rim 
of the wheel with her palm and, as she twisted the two ends 
together, asked without looking at her husband : 

“ When he comes back, what will happen about his service with 
the Cossacks ? ” 

“ There’ll be a trial. A tribunal.” 

“ But what is he likely to be sentenced to ? ” 

“ Well, Fm not to know that; Fm not the judge.” 
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“ Can he be shot ? ” 

Mishka stared at the bed where Mishatka and Poiiushka were 
asleep, listened to their steady breathing, and, lowering his voice, 
answered : 

“ It’s possible.” 

Dunia asked no more questions. Next morning, after milking 
the cow she went to see Aksinia. 

“ Grisha will be back soon,^so I dropped in to cheer you with 
the news,” she said. 

Aksinia silently set an iron pot of water on the coals and 
pressed her hands to her breast. Looking at her flaming face, 
Dunia said : 

** But don’t cheer up too much ! My man says he won’t be 
able to get out of a trial. What they’ll sentence him to God alone 
knows.” 

For a second terror peered out of Aksinia’s moist and glittering 
eyes. 

What for ? ” she asked jerkily, still unable to drive the belated 
smile from her lips. 

“For the rising ... for everything,” 

“ Nonsense ! They won’t try him. Your Mikhail knows 
nothing about it. A fine know-all he is ! ” 

“ Perhaps they won’t.” Dunia was silent, then said, suppress¬ 
ing a sigh : “ He’s wild with my brother. And it weighs so 
heavily on my heart, I can’t tell you how much ! I’m terribly 
sorry for Gregor. He’s been wounded again. His life’s all out 
of joint, somehow.” 

“ So long as he comes back ! We’ll take the children and hide 
somewhere,” Aksinia said agitatedly. 

For some reason she removed her kerchief, then put it on 
again and began aimlessly to shift the utensils on the bench, quite 
unable to master the violent agitation which had taken possession 
of her. Dunia noticed how her hands were trembling as she sat 
down on the bench and began to smooth out the folds of her old, 
worn apron over her knees. 

A lump rose in Dunia’s throat. She felt like going off some¬ 
where to cry by herself. 

“ Mother didn t live to see him come back ...” she said, 
quietly. “ Well, Fm going. I’ve got to light the stove.” 
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In the porch Aksinia hurriedly and awkwardly kissed her on 
the neck, then snatched up and kissed her hand. 

“ Are you glad ? Dunia asked in a low, broken tone. 

“ Yes, just a little, only a very little,'' Aksinia answered, trying 
to jest, to hide her tears behind a tremulous smile. 


CHAPTER VI 

§ I § 

At MILLEROVO Station Gregor, as a demobilized Red com¬ 
mander, was assigned a wagon and horses. He changed the 
horses at every Ukrainian settlement he passed through on his 
way home, and reached the bounds of the Upper Don Region 
the same day. But at the very first cossack village he drove 
into, the chairman of the Revolutionary Committee, a young 
man only recently returned from the Red Army, told him : 

‘‘‘You’ll have to have bullocks, comrade commander. We've 
only got one horse in all the village, and that hobbles on three 
legs. All the horses were left behind in the Kuban during the 
retreat." 

“ Perhaps I can manage with the one ? " Gregor asked, tapping 
his fingers on the table, looking interrogatively into the genial 
chairman's merry eyes. 

“ You’ll never get there. You’ll be driving a week and still 
you'll not get there ! But don't be alarmed, we've got good 
bullocks with a long stride, and we’ve got to send a wagon to 
Vieshenska in any case, to take some telephone wire which got 
stranded here after the war. So you won't have to change 
wagons, it’ll put you down right outside your door." The 
chairman screwed up his left eye and added, smiling and winking 
impudently : “ We'll give you our finest bullocks and a young 
widow for driver. We've got one here who's so hot you'd never 
even dream of a hotter ! With her for company you won’t even 
notice you’re home. I've been in the army myself, I know all a 
soldier's needs. ..." 

Gregor silently reckoned that to wait for a wagon going his 
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way would be absurd; and it was a long way to go on foot. 
He would have to agree and accept the bullocks. 

The wagon drove up within an hour. It was ancient, the 
wheels squeaked miserably, at the back the frame was broken 
and jagged, and carelessly piled hay hung in wisps. ‘ There^s 
your war ! ’ Gregor thought, as he looked with repugnance at 
the miserable turnout. The driver strode along beside the 
bullocks, waving her whip. She was certainly a very good- 
looking woman, and well built. Her massive breasts, out of 
proportion to her height, rather spoilt her figure, while a slanting 
scar on her round chin gave her face a look of sinister experience 
and seemed to age her deeply crimson face, which around the 
bridge of her nose was sprinkled with golden freckles as fine as 
millet seed. 

As she arranged her kerchief she screwed up her eyes, looked 
Gregor over and asked : 

“ Is it you I’ve got to take ? ” 

Gregor rose from the step and flung his greatcoat around 
him. 

‘‘Yes. Have you loaded the wire ? ” 

“ Have I got to load the accursed stuff ? ” the cossack woman 
cried in a ringing voice. “ Every day they want me to drive 
somewhere and do work for them ! Is that what I am to them ? 
Let them load the wire themselves, and if they won’t, then I’ll 
drive empty.” 

Yet she dragged the rolls of wire on to the wagon, noisily but 
amicably exchanged curses with the chairman, and occasionally 
threw sidelong, scrutinizing glances at Gregor. The chairman 
laughed continually and gazed at the young widow with genuine 
admiration. From time to time he gave Gregor a wink, as 
though saying : ‘ That’s the sort of women we’ve got! But 

you wouldn’t believe me ! ’. 

Beyond the village the brown, faded, autumnal steppe stretched 
away into the distance. A dove-grey ribbon of smoke dragged 
from the ploughed lands across the road. The ploughmen were 
burning the weeds : dry, bushy hemp nettle, withered meadow 
grass. The scent of the smoke aw^ened mournful memories 
in Gregor : at one time he too had ploughed up the lands in 
the lonely autumnal steppe, had gazed at night into the black, 
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star-sprinkled sky, had listened to the cries of the flocks of geese 
flying in the zenith. He shifted about fidgeting on the hay, and 
looked at his driver. 

How old are you, good woman ? ” 

“ Close on sixty,*’ she answered coquettishly, smiling with 
only her eyes. 

“ No, without joking,” 

“ I’m in my twenty-first year.” 

“ And a widow ? ” 

“ Yes.” ' 

‘‘ Then what happened to your husband } ” 

“ He was killed.” 

Recently ? ” 

“Two years ago now.” 

“ During the rising, then ? ” 

“ Afterwards, in the autumn.” 

“ And how do you manage ? ” 

“ Oh, I manage somehow.” 

“ D’you find life dreary ? ” 

She gazed at him attentively, and pulled her kerchief over 
her lips to hide her smile. Her voice sounded thicker and a 
new note crept into it when she answered : 

“ There’s no time for dreariness when you’re at work.” 

“ But isn’t it dreary without your husband ? ” 

“ I live with my mother-in-law, and we’ve got plenty to do 
on the farm.” 

“ But how do you manage without your husband ? ” 

She turned her face towards Gregor. A flush played on her 
sw^arthy cheeks, little ruddy sparks flamed up and faded in her 
eyes. 

“ What are you getting at” 

“ Just what I said.” 

She shifted her kerchief away from her lips, and said with a 
drawl : 

“ Well, there’s enough of that blessing in this life 1 The 
world isn’t entirely lacking in good men ! ” After a pause, 
she went on : “I didn’t get much chance of tasting the joys 
of woman’s life with my husband. We only spent a month 
together, and then he was taken off into the army. I manage 
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somehow without him. It’s easier now young cossacks have 
come back to the village, but before that it was hard. Gee up, 
baldhead ! Gee up ! So now you know, soldier ! That’s my 
life ! ” 

Gregor said no more. He had no desire to carry on the con¬ 
versation in such a bantering tone. Already he felt rather 
regretful that he had started it. 

The great, well-fed bullocks strode along steadily with the 
same measured, shambling gait. At some time or other one of 
them had had its right horn broken, and the horn had grown 
obliquely down over* its head. Resting on his elbows, half 
closing his eyes, Gregor lay on the wagon. He began to recall 
the bullocks he had worked with in his childhood and later, 
when he had grown up. They were all different in colouring, 
in build, in character ; even in their horns each had its distinctive 
feature. At one time he had handled a bullock with a crumpled 
horn just like this one. Ill-tempered and cunning, it always 
looked out of the corners of its eyes, rolling its bloodshot whites ; 
it tried to kick when approached from behind, and always in 
the field season, when the cattle were turned loose to graze on 
the steppe at night, it tried to make its way home, or, still worse, 
hid in the forest or in the distant dells. Gregor had often 
spent a long day riding on horseback over the steppe, and, after 
giving up hope of ever finding the lost bullock, had suddenly 
discovered it somewhere in the very bottom of a ravine, in an 
impenetrable thicket of thorn or in the shade of an old and 
spreading crab-apple. That crumple-horned devil could slip 
its head out of the bullock lead, and at night it used to raise the 
crossbar of the gate to the cattle yard, would get out and, 
swimming across the Don, would go wandering through the 
meadow-land. Many an unpleasant and bitter moment had that 
bullock given Gregor in its time. 

“ What’s that bullock with the crumpled horn like ? Quiet ? ” 
he asked the woman. 

“ Yes. Why, what about it ? ” 

“ I was only interested.” 

“ ‘ Only ’ is a good word, if there’s nothing more to say,” 
the woman pronounced with a sneer. 

Gregor was silent again. It was pleasant thinking about 
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the past, about those days of peace, about work, about every¬ 
thing that had nothing to do with war. For that seven-year long 
war had fed him up beyond words, and at the very recollection 
of it, of some episode connected with his army service, he felt a 
griping nausea and numb irritation. 

He had done with fighting. Had enough of it. He was 
riding home in order, at last, to betake himself to work, to live 
with his children, with Aksinia. While still at the front he had 
firmly resolved to take Alrsinia to himself, for her to rear his 
children and to be always at his side. That story also must 
be ended, and the sooner the better. 

He dreamed with satisfaction of how when he got home he 
would take off his tunic and boots, would put on broad-fitting 
shoes, would tuck his trousers cossack fashion into his white 
woollen stockings, and, throwing his home-weave coat around 
his warm jacket, would drive off into the fields. It would be 
good to have his hands on the plough handles and walk along 
the damp furrow behind the plough, his nostrils greedily drinking 
in the raw and vapid scent of crumbling earth, the bitter smell of 
grass cut by the ploughshare. In foreign countries even the 
earth and the grasses had a different smell. More than once 
in Poland, in the Ukraine and the Crimea he had rubbed a grey 
stalk of wormwood between his palms, had smelt it and had 
yearningly thought: ‘ No, it’s not the same, it’s different. . . .’ 

But his driver was finding life boring. She felt inclined for 
conversation. She stopped urging on the bullocks, seated 
herself comfortably and, playing with the leather tassel of her 
knout, long and surreptitiously examined Gregor, his concen¬ 
trated face, his half-closed eyes. ‘ He’s not so very old, though 
he is grey. And he’s a queer fellow, somehow ! He looks 
as though he’s seen some trouble in his time. But he isn’t 
bad-looking really. Only a lot of grey hair, and his moustache 
is almost grey too. But otherwise he’s not bad. What’s he 
thinking so much for ? At first it looked as though he was 
going to be jolly, but then he shut up, and for some reason 
asked about the bullock. Doesn’t he know what to talk about ? 
Or perhaps he’s shy. He doesn’t look like it. He’s got hard 
eyes. No, he’s a good cossack, only queer, somehow. Well 
then, keep your mouth shut, you hunchbacked devil ! A lot 
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of need I’ve got of you I I can hold my tongue too. If you’re 
riding to your wife, you’ll never get there ! Well, hold your 
tongue, and much good may it do you ! ’ 

She lolled with her head back against the ribs of the wagon 
and began to sing quietly. 

Gregor raised his head and gazed at the sun. The day was 
still young. A last-year thistle which morosely stood guard 
over the road threw a shadow the length of half a stride ; in all 
probability the time was no more than two in the after¬ 
noon. 

As though enchanted, the steppe lay in a dead silence. The 
sun warmed but little. A light breeze noiselessly stirred the 
reddish-brown, withered grass. Neither bird’s call nor mar¬ 
mot’s whistle was to be heard at all. In the cold, pale-blue sky 
neither kites nor eagles were soaring. Only once did a grey 
shadow slip across the road, and, without raising his head, Gregor 
heard the heavy sweep of great wings : an ashy-grey great 
bustard flew past and settled close to a distant mound, where a 
hollow lying in shadow blended with the lilac glooms of the 
distance. In pre-war days only late in the autumn had Gregor 
known such a mournful and profound silence in the steppe, 
when it would seem to him that he heard the stitchwort caught 
up by the wind go rustling over the sapless grass, traversing the 
steppe far, far ahead. 

It seemed that the road would never end. It wound up 
over a slope, dropped into a ravine, climbed again to the summit 
of a rise. And always the same—unbounded to the eye— 
the desolate pasture-land of the steppe extended all around. 

Gregor’s eyes were gladdened by a bush of maple growing 
on the slope of the ravine. Scorched by the first frosts, its 
leaves were glowing with a duskily livid hue, as though sprinkled 
with ash from the coals of a dying camp-fire. 

“ What’s your name, daddy ? ” his driver asked, gently 
touching his shoulder with her knout. 

He started and turned his face to her. She looked away. 

** Gregor. _And yours ? ” 

“ Call me what you like.” 

You should keep quiet, ‘ What you like ’! ” 

I’m tired of keeping quiet. I’ve been quiet for half a 
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day, my mouth's quite dry. Why are you so sad, daddy 
Grisha ? " 

“ Well, why should I be merry ? " 

“ You're going home, so you ought to be." 

“ My years of merriment have passed." 

Go on ! You're an old man, aren't you ! But why have 
you gone grey so young ? " 

“You want to know everything. ... Of course I've gone 
grey as the result of the good life I've led." 

“Are you married, daddy Grisha ? " 

“Yes. And you'd do well to find another husband quickly." 

“Why ? " 

“Well, you’re a little too wanton. ..." 

“Is that so terrible ? " 

“ It can be. I knew one such wanton woman, she was a 
widow too ; she wantoned and wantoned, but then her nose 
began to drop off." 

“ By God, how terrible ! " the woman exclaimed in mock 
terror, and at once added in a businesslike tone : “A widow’s 
life is like that. If you’re afraid of the wolf, don’t go into the 
forest ! " 

Gregor glanced at her. She was laughing soundlessly, her 
fine white teeth pressed together. Her pouting upper lip 
twitched, her eyes gleamed mischievously from beneath her 
drooping lashes. Gregor involuntarily smiled and laid his 
hand on her warm, rounded knee. 

“ Poor, unhappy wretch ! ’’ he said commiserately. “ Only 
twenty short years, and how life has gnawed at you ! " 

In a flash not a trace was left of her merriment. She roughly 
pushed his hand away, knitted her brows, and flushed so deeply 
that the tiny freckles vanished from the bridge of her nose. 

“ You pity your wife when you get home ! I’ve got enough 
sympathizers and to spare, without you ! " 

“ Don't be annoyed ! Wait a bit! " 

“ Oh, go to the devil ! " 

“ I said what I did because I v/as really sorry for you." 

“You can talce your sorrow straight ...” the masculine 
oath came fluently and easily to her lips, and her darkened eyes 
flashed. 
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Gregor raised his eyebrows, and muttered in confusion : 

“ Well, you can swear all right, there's no denying it! What 
an uncontrollable woman you are ! " 

“ And what are you ? A saint in a lousy greatcoat, that's 
what! I know you ! Get married and all the rest of it! But 
how long have you been so zealous ? " 

“ Not so very long," Gregor said with a laugh. 

** Then what are you laying down the law to me for ? I've 
got a mother-in-law who’ll do that." 

“ Now, that’s enough ! What are you so angry about, you 
fool of a woman ? I only put it that way," Gregor said in a 
conciliatory tone. 

“ Now look ! While we’ve been talking the bullocks have got 
right off the road." 

Making himself more comfortable in the wagon, Gregor gave 
a swift glance at the merry widow and noticed tears in her 
eyes. ‘ Well, that’s the last straw 1 These women are always 
like that . . .’ he thought, feeling awkward and vexed. 

Soon afterwards he fell asleep, lying on his back, covering 
his face with the edge of his greatcoat, and awoke only as dusk 
was falling. The evening stars were faintly vshining in the sky. 
He caught a fresh and joyous smell of hay. 

“ The bullocks have got to be fed," his driver said. 

“All right, let’s stop." 

Gregor himself unharnessed the bullocks, then took a tin 
of meat and bread out of his fieldpack ; he collected a whole 
armful of dry scrub and made a fire not far from the wagon. 

“Well, sit down and have some supper," he said to the 
woman. “ You’ve been angry long enough," 

She sat down by the fire, and without a word shook bread 
and a piece of bacon-fat rusty with age out of her sack. They 
talked little and amicably over the supper. Then she climbed 
into the wagon to sleep, while Gregor threw several clumps of 
bullock dung on the fire, to keep it going, and stretched himself 
out beside it, soldier-fashion. He lay for some time with his 
head resting on his fieldpack, gazing up at the sky glittering 
with stars, disconnectedly thinking of his children, of Aksinia, 
then dozed off and was awakened by a stealthy feminine voice : 

“ Are you asleep, soldier ? Are you asleep, or aren’t you ? *' 

K 
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He raised his head. Resting on her elbow, his companion 
was half hanging out of the wagon. Her face, lit up from 
below by the uncertain light of the dying fire, was rosy and 
fresh ; h^r teeth and the lacy edging of her head kerchief gleamed 
dazzlingly in the darkness. She smiled again, as though there 
had been no words between them, and said, working her 
eyebrows : 

‘‘ Tm afraid you’ll freeze down there. The earth’s cold. 
If you’re very cold come up with me. I’ve got a warm, a very 
warm sheepskin. You’ll come, won’t you ? ” * 

Gregor reflected for a moment, and answered with a sigh : 

“ Thank you, girl, but I don’t want to. Now if it had been 
a year or two back. ... I don’t think I’ll freeze by the fire.” 

She too sighed and said : 

“Well, as you wish.” And she drew her sheepskin over 
her head. 

A little later Gregor rose to his feet and gathered his things. 
He had decided to continue on foot, in order to reach Tatarsk 
by dawn. It was absurd for him—a commander returning 
from service—to ride home in broad daylight in a bullock wagon. 
Such a return would cause so much joking and talk. 

He aroused the woman. 

“I’m going on on foot. You won’t be afraid of being left 
alone in the steppe ? ” 

“ No. I’m not a nervous sort, and there’s a village not far 
off. But what’s wrong ? Getting impatient ? ” 

“ You’ve guessed it. Well, good-bye ; don’t think badly 
of me.” 

He took to the road, and turned up the collar of his greatcoat. 
A first snowflake fell on his eyelashes. The wind had shifted 
to the north, and in its cold breath Gregor imagined he could 
catch the familiar and pleasant scent of snow. 


§ 2 § 

Koshevoi had gone to Vieshenska, and returned in the evening. 
Through the window Dunia saw him drive up to the gate, and 
she swiftly threw a shawl around her shoulders and went out 
into the yard. 
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Grisha arrived home this morning/’ she said at the wicket- 
gate, gazing at her husband anxiously and expectantly. 

“ A great joy for you ! ” Mishka answered non-committally 
and with just a touch of humour. 

Firmly pressing his lips together, he went into the kitchen. 
Below his cheekbones the muscles were quivering. Poliushka 
had climbed up on Gregor’s knee ; her aunt had solicitously 
attired her in a clean dress. Gregor carefully set the child 
on the floor and went to meet his brother-in-law, smiling and 
holding out his large, swarthy hand. He was about to enibrace 
Mikhail, but noticed the cold, unfriendly look in his unsmiling 
eyes and refrained. 

“ Well, greetings, Misha 1 ” 

“ Greetings ! ” 

“ It’s a long time since we saw each other last! It seems like 
a century.” 

“ Yes, it’s a long time. . . . Welcome home.” 

” Thank you. So we’re kinsmen now } ” 

” Looks like it. . . . What’s that blood on your cheek ? ” 

‘‘ It’s nothing ; I cut myself with the razor in my hurry.” 

They sat down at the table and silently examined each other, 
experiencing a feeling of awkwardness and estrangement. They 
would have to have a serious conversation together, but that 
was impossible at this moment. Mikhail was perfectly self- 
controlled, and he talked calmly about the farm and the changes 
which had occurred. 

Gregor gazed through the window at the earth covered with 
a first bluish snow, at the bare boughs of the apple-tree. This 
was not how he had imagined his meeting with Mikhail. 

Not long afterward Misha went out. In the porch he dili¬ 
gently sharpened his knife on a whetstone and said to Dunia : 

I’m going to find someone to slaughter a lamb. After all, 
the master must be given a fitting welcome. Run and get some 
vodka. No, wait! Go along to Prokhor and tell him he’s to 
get hold of vodka somewhere, even if he has to wear his feet 
out. He can do it better than you. Invite him along for the 
evening.” 

Dunia beamed with joy and gave her husband a look of 
silent gratitude. ... ‘ Maybe everything will take a good 



28 o the don flows home to the sea 

turn. . , . TheyVe done fighting, what else are they to do 
now ? May God bring them to reason ! ’ she thought hopefully, 
as she made her way to Prokhor’s hut. 

Less than half an hour later Prokhor came running in, 
panting. 

‘‘ Gregor Pantalievich ! Old lad ... I never hoped, I never 
expected to see this day 1 ’’ he shouted in a high-pitched, weeping 
voice and, stumbling over the threshold, all but smashed the 
great ewer of vodka he was carrying. 

He* embraced Gregor, sobbing, wiping his eyes v/ith his fist, 
stroking his moustache, from which tears were dripping. Some¬ 
thing quivered in Gregor’s throat, but he restrained himself. 
Deeply moved, he roughly clapped his faithful orderly on the 
back and said incoherently : 

“ Well, so we’ve seen each other again. . . . Well, and I’m 
glad, Prokhor, terribly glad ! What are you crying for, old 
lad ? Grown weak in the reins ? The nuts working loose ? 
How is your arm ? So your wife hasn’t torn your other off 
yet ? ” 

Prokhor blew his nose violently and removed his sheepskin. 

^ “ The old woman and 1 live together these days like a couple 
of doves. You can see my second arm is whole, but the one 
which the Poles took off is beginning to grow again, God’s 
truth ! In a year now you’ll be seeing fingers on it,” he said 
with his customary cheeriness, shaking the empty sleeve of his 
shirt. 

War had taught each of them to hide his real feelings behind 
a smile, to savour both bread and talk with a granular salt; 
and so Gregor continued his questioning in the same jesting 
tone : 

“ How are you living, you old goat ? How are you 
bucking .? ” 

“ Like an old man, not in too great a haste.” 

“You haven’t killed anything else since you left me ? ” 

“ What are you getting at ? ” 

“ Why, the nightingales you brought me last winter. ...” 

“ Pantalievich ! God forbid ! What use would such a 
luxury be now ? And besides, what sort of a marksman am 
I with only one arm ? That’s your business, that’s a young 
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man’s job. . . . But it’s high time I gave my affairs to a woman 
to grease and turned to licking out frying-pans.” 

They stood gazing at each other, these old trench comrades, 
laughing and rejoicing in the meeting. 

“ Home for good ? ” Prokhor asked. 

“For good ! Absolutely ! ” 

“ What rank did you win your way to ? ’' 

“ I was vice-commander of the regiment ! ” 

“ Then why did they discharge 5 ^ou so soon ? ” 

Gregor’s face clouded, and he answered curtly : 

“ They had no more use for me.” 

“ And why was that ? ” 

“ I don’t know. Because of my past I expect.” 

“ But you got through that Special Department Commission 
which sifted out all the officers, so how can they bring up the 
past now ? ” 

“ Who’s to say ? ” 

“ But where’s Mikhail ? ” 

“In the yard. He’s slaughtering a lamb.” 

Prokhor moved closer to Gregor, and lowered his voice : 

“ They shot Platon Ryabchikov a month ago.” 

“ What are you saying ? ” 

“ It’s God’s truth ! ” 

In the porch the door creaked. 

“ We’ll talk later,” Prokhor whispered and, in a louder tone : 
“ Well, comrade commander, shall we drink to celebrate this 
great happiness ? Shall I go and call Mikhail ? ” 

“Yes, do.” 

Dunia laid the table. She did not know how best to please 
her brother : she laid a clean hand-towel over his knee, pushed 
across a tray of salted water-melon, polished his glass at least 
five times. With a smile Gregor mentally noted that Dunia 
was not addressing him in the second person singular, as her 
brother, but in the plural. 

At the table Mikhail was obstinately silent, attentively listening 
to Gregor’s talk. He drank little, and that reluctantly. But 
Prokhor threw back a full glass at a time and only turned livid 
and stroked his lint-white moustache more frequently with his 
hand. 
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When she had fed the children and put them to bed Dunia 
placed a large dish of stewed lamb on the table, and whispered 
to Gregor : 

“ Brother, Til run and fetch A^ksinia ; you won’t mind, 
will you ? ” 

Gregor nodded without speaking. All the evening he had 
been in a state of tense expectation, yet he had felt sure nobody 
had noticed it. But Dunia had seen him pricking up his ears 
at every knock, listening and glancing sidelong at the door. 
Nothing whatever could escape the attention of that girl’s un¬ 
necessarily sharp eyes! , 

“ And Tereshchenko the Kuban, is he still in command of a 
troop ? ” Prokhor asked, holding his glass tightly in his hand, 
as though afraid ‘someone would take it from him. 

“ He was killed at Lvov.” 

“ Well, may he enter the heavenly kingdom. He was a 
good cavalr)^man.” Prokhor hurriedly crossed himself and, 
not noticing Koshevoi’s venomous smile, took a pull at his 
glass. 

“ And how about that one with the queer name ? The one 
that rode on the right flank . . . damn it, what was his name, 
Maybeard, wasn’t it ? An Ukrainian, very stocky and merry, 
the one who split a Polish officer in two at Broda. Is he alive 
and well ? ” 

Like a stallion ! He’s been transferred to a machine-gun 
squadron.” 

“And who did you hand over your horse to ? ” 

“I’d got another by then.” 

“ Then what happened to the one with a star ? ” 

“ He was killed by a fragment of shell.” 

“ In battle ? ” 

“ We were standing in a small town, and were raked with fire. 
He was killed at tlie tetherpost.” 

“ Ah, pity ! What a good horse he was ! ” Prokhor sighed 
and again set his lips to the glass. 

The latch rattled in the porch. Gregor started. Aksinia 
crossed the threshold, indistinctly said : “ Greetings ! ” and 
began to take off her kerchief, panting and not removing her 
dilated, radiant eyes from Gregor. She came to the table and 
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sat down beside Dunia. Tiny snowflalces were melting on her 
eyebrows and lashes and on her pale cheeks. Screwing up her 
eyes, she wiped her face with her palm, sighed deeply and 
only then, mastering herself, looked at Gregor again with eyes 
darkened with emotion. 

“ Fellow soldier ! Ksinia ! Together we retreated, together 
wc fed the lice. . . . Even if we did abandon you in the Kuban, 
what else were we to do ? Prokhor stretched out his glass, 
splashing the vodka over the table. “ Drink to Gregor Pan- 
talievich ! Congratulate him on his return. ... I told you 
heM return safe and sound, and there he is ; you can have him 
for twenty roubles ! Why, he's sitting like a man who's been 
cheated ! " 

“ He’s already canned, neighbour, don’t listen to him ! ” 
Gregor laughed, indicating Prokhor with his eyes. 

Aksinia bowed to Gregor and Dunia, and only raised her 
glass a little from the table. She was afraid everybody would 
notice how her hand was trembling. ' 

“ Here’s to your arrival, Gregor Pantalievich, and to your 
joy, Dunia ! ” ^ 

“ And what about you ? To 3 ^our sorrow ? ” Prokhor burst 
into a roar, and nudged Mikhail in the side. 

Aksinia flushed deeply ; even the tiny lobes of her ears went 
translucently rosy. But, looking firmly and angrily at Prokhor, 
she answered : 

“ And to my joy ! My great joy ! " 

Prokhor was disarmed and touched by such frankness. He 
cried : 

“ Drink it down for God’s sake, all to the last drop ! You 
know how to talk straight, know how to drink straight ! It’s 
like a sharp knife in my heart when I see anyone leaving good 
liquor.” 

Aksinia did not remain long, only so long as decorum per¬ 
mitted, in her judgment. During all her stay she rarely looked 
at her beloved, and then only momentarily. She forced herself 
to look at the others and avoided Gregor's eyes, for she could 
not pretend to be unconcerned, and she did not wish to reveal 
her feelings to outsiders. Only one glance did Gregor catch 
as she stood on the threshold, one direct glance filled with love 
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and devotion. But with it everything was said. He went to 
see her out. The tipsy Prokhor shouted after them : 

“ Don’t be long ! We’ll drink it all up ! ” 

In the porch Gregor, without saying a word, kissed Aksinia 
on the brow and the lips, and asked : 

“ Well, Aksinia ? ” 

“ Oh, I can’t tell everything. . . . Will you come 
to-morrow ? ” 

. I will.” 

She hastened home, walking swiftly as though some urgent 
task were awaiting her there. Only by the door of her hut did 
she slow her pace, going cautiously up the creaking steps. She 
wanted as quickly as possible to be alone with her thoughts, 
with the happiness which had come so unexpectedly. 

She threw off her jacket and kerchief and, lighting, no light, 
passed into the best room. Through the unshuttered window 
the deep lilac glimmer of the night stole into the room. Behind 
the stove a cricket was ringingly chirruping. Out of habit 
Aksinia glanced at the mirror, and, although in the darkness 
she could not see her reflection, none the less she tidied her 
hair, smoothed out the frills of her muslin blouse at the breast, 
then went across to the window and tiredly dropped on to the 
bench. 

Many times in her life had her hopes and expectations been 
unjustified, and that, perhaps, is why her constant anxiety came 
to take the place of her recent joy. What turn would her life 
take now ? What awaited her in the future ? And wasn’t 
woman’s bitter happiness smiling on her too late ? 

Worn out with the agitation she had felt all the evening, she 
sat with her cheek pressed to the cold, hoar-frosted window- 
glass, fixing her calm and rather sorrowful gaze on the darkness, 
which was lightened only very little by the snow. 


§3§ 

Gregor sat down at the table, poured himself out a full glass 
from the ewer, and tossed it off in one gulp. 

“Is it good ? ” Prokhor asked. 

“ I can’t tell. I haven’t drunk for ages.” 
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“ It's just like Tsarist vodka, by God 1 " Prokhor said in a 
tone of conviction and, swaying, embraced Mishka. “ You're 
less of a judge of such matters, Mishka, than a calf is of swills. 
But I know what’s what where liquor’s concerned. The liquors 
and wines I’ve come to drink in my time I There's wine which 
foams out of the bottle like out of a mad dog almost before 
you’ve pulled the cork—God knows I'm not lying. In Poland, 
when we broke through the front and rode with Budionny to 
shake up the Poles, we took a certain estate by storm. The 
house on the estate was a couple or more storeys high, the cattle 
in the yard were packed horn to horn, there were all sorts of fowl 
wandering about, there wasn’t even room to spit. In a word, 
that landowner lived like a prince. When our troop dashed 
into the estate on horseback there were officers feasting with 
the master—they weren’t expecting us. We sabred them all 
in the orchard and on the stairs, but we took one prisoner. He 
was an important officer by the look of him, but when we cap¬ 
tured him his moustache went limp and he sweated all over 
with fear. Gregor Pantalievich had been called urgently to the 
staff, and we were left in charge. We went into the downstairs 
rooms, and there we saw an enormous table. And the stuff that 
was on it ! We stood admiring, but we were afraid to begin, 
though we were terribly hungry. ‘ You never know,' we 
thought ; ‘ it may all be poisoned.' Our prisoner looked like 
the devil to us. We ordered him: ‘ Eat ! ’ and he ate. Not 
very readily, but he did eat. ‘ Drink ! ’ And he drank. We 
made him eat a large helping of every dish, and drink a glass 
out of every bottle. The devil swelled up before our very eyes 
with all that food, and there we stood dribbling with spittle. 
Then we saw that he wasn’t dying, and we set to work. We ate 
and we drank the foaming wine till we were stuffed up to our 
eyes. Then we noticed that the, officer was starting to empty 
himself at both ends. ‘ Hell ! ’ we thought; ‘ we’re done for. 
The serpent has deliberately eaten the poisoned food and talcen 
in the lot of us.’ We rushed at him with our sabres drawn, 
but he waved his legs and arms and shouted : ‘I’ve only eaten 
too much through your kindness ; never you fear, the food’s all 
right.’ And so we went back to the wine. We tugged at a 
cork and it flew out as though shot from a gun, and the broth 
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boiled up in a cloud until it was alarming to watch. Through 
the wine I fell off my horse three times that night. The moment 
I climbed into my saddle I was sent flying again as though 
blown clean off by the wind. Now if only I could always drink 
wine like that, a glass or two on an empty stomach, Td live 
to be a hundred. But as things are is anyone likely to live 
out his time ? D’you call this drink, for instance ? It’s an 
infection, not a drink ! It’s enough to malce you turn up your 
toes before your time ! ” With a nod Prokhor indicated the 
ewer of vodka, and poured himself out another glass full to the 
brim. 

Dunia went off to sleep with the children in the best room, 
and a little later Prokhor also rose. Swaying, he flung his sheep¬ 
skin coat around his shoulders, and said : 

I won’t take the ewer. My soul won’t allow me to go 
about with an empty vessel. . . . When I got home my wife 
would start laying it on at once. She’s a good one for that! 
Where does she get such filthy expressions from ? I don’t 
know. I come home after a little drink, and she rants off at me 
like this : * You drunken hound, you armless dog, you this and 
that and the other ! ’ I very quietly and very gently try to make 
her see reason. I tell her : ‘ You devilish idiot, you bitch’s 
udder, where did you ever see a drunken hound, and armless at 
that ? Such things don’t exist in this world.’ I disprove one 
shameful statement, and she at once makes another ; I disprove 
the second, and she insults me with a third, and so it goes on all 
night until dawn. . . . Sometimes I get tired of listening to 
her, and go off under the shed to sleep. But sometimes I come 
home a little drunk, and if she’s silent and doesn’t swear at me, 
I can’t get to sleep, God’s truth ! It’s just as though I was 
short of something,'! get a kind of itch, I can’t sleep and there’s 
an end of it. And then I touch my spouse and she starts ranting 
off at me again, until the sparks fly from me. She takes it out 
of me, and I can’t get away from it. Let her carry on, she’ll 
be all the better worker. That’s true, isn’t it } Well, I’m 
going ; good-bye ! Or shall I spend the night in the stable, 
and not disturb her to-night ? ” 

Can you get home all right ? ” Gregor asked with a 
laugh. 
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“ Like a crab, but 1*11 crawl there ! Aren’t I a cossack then, 
Pantalievich ? I’m quite upset to hear you ask such a question.” 
“ Well then, God go with you ! ” 

Gregor saw his friend as far as the wicket-gate. Then he 
returned to the kitchen. 

“ Well, shall we have a talk, Mikhail ? ” 

“ All right.” 

They sat opposite each other, separated by the table, and 
were silent. At last Gregor said : 

“ There’s something between us. . . . I can see by your 
face that there’s something wrong. Aren’t you glad of my 
arrival ? Or am I wrong ? ” 

“ No, you’ve guessed right. I’m not glad.” 

“ Why aren’t you ” 

‘‘ It means unnecessary anxiety.” 

‘‘ I think I can manage to feed myself.” 

I’m not thinking of that.” 

“ Then what are you thinking of ? ” 

“You and I are enemies. ...” 

“We were.” 

“Yes, and it’s clear that we shall be.” 

“ I don’t understand. Why shall we ? ” 

“You’re unreliable.” 

“ You’re right off the mark. You’re talking right off the 
mark.” 

“ No, I’m not. Why have you been demobilized at such a 
time ? Will you tell me straight out ? ” 

“ I don’t know.” 

“Yes, you do, but you don’t want to say. They didn’t trust 
you—isn’t that it ? ” 

“ If they hadn’t trusted me they wouldn’t have put me in 
command of a Squadron.” 

“ That was when you first joined. But as they haven’t kept 
you in the army the,position’s quite clear, brother! ” 

“ But do you trust me ? ” Gregor asked, gazing straight at 
Mishka. 

“No ! Feed the wolf as much as you like, he’s always hanker¬ 
ing after the forest.” 

“ You’ve drunk too much this evening, Mikhail.” 
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‘‘You can drop that! Fm no more drunk than you are. 
They didn’t trust you there, and they won’t put any great trust 
in you here, get that ! ” 

Gregor was silent. He lackadaisically took a piece of salted 
cucumber from the dish, chewed it, and spat it out. 

“ Has my wife told you about Kirill Gromov ? ” Mikhail asked. 

“ Yes.” 

“ I didn’t like his return either. As soon as I heard about it, 
that very same day ...” 

Gregor turned pale, and his eyes dilated with fury : 

“ What am I to you then : Kirill Gromov } ” 

“ Don’t shout ! In what way are you any better ? ” 

“ Well, you know. ...” 

“ It’s not a question of knowing. We’ve known everything 
long since. And supposing Mitka Korshunov turns up—am 
I to be delighted at that too ? No, it would have been better 
if you hadn’t shown yourself in the village.” 

“ Better for you ? ” 

“ Better for me and better for the people . . . quieter.” 

“ Don’t compare me with those others.” 

“I’ve already told you, Gregor, and there’s no point in getting 
upset about it: you’re no better than they are ; in fact you’re 
worse, you’re more dangerous.” 

“ How am I ? What are you getting at ” 

“ They’re rank and file cossacks, but you started the rising.” 

“ I didn’t start it, I was only commander of a division.” 

“ And is that nothing ? ” 

“ Little or much, that’s not the point. ... If the Red 
Army men hadn’t planned to kill me that evening I might not 
have taken any part in the rising.” 

“ If you hadn’t been an officer no one would have touched 
you.” 

“ If I hadn’t been taken for the army I wouldn’t have been 
an officer. . . . That’s making a long story of it.” 

“ Both a long and a filthy story.” 

“ In any case it can’t be gone over again, now it’s past and 
done ! ” 

They smoked in silence. Knocking the ash off his cigarette 
with his nail, Koshevoi said 
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“ I know all about your heroism, Fve heard about it. You 
killed a lot of our men, and that doesn’t make it easy for me 
to have you in my sight. . . . That’s not to be forgotten in a 
hurry ! ” 

Gregor laughed sarcastically. 

“ You’ve got a good memory ! You killed my brother Piotra. 
But I don’t bother to remind you of that. ... If we’re going 
to remember everything we’ll have to live like wolves.” 

‘‘ Well, I did kill him, I don’t deny it. And if I’d had the 
luck to catch you that time I’d have stretched you out too like a 
lover I ” 

“ But I, when they took Ivan Alexievich prisoner at Ust- 
Khopersk, I hurried home because I was afraid you might be 
among them ; I was afraid the cossacks would kill you. . . . 
It looks as if I was in too much of a hurry that time.” 

“ So I’ve got a protector now ? I can imagine how you’d 
have talked to me if you’d won. You’d have torn my back into 
ribbons, I expect. It’s only now that you’re turning so 
kind. ...” 

“ Maybe others would flay you alive, but I wouldn’t soil my 
hands with you.” - 

Then you and I are made diflPerently. ... I’ve never been 
afraid of soiling my hands with enemies, and I shan’t turn a hair 
now if the need arises. ...” Mikhail poured the rest of the 
vodka into the glasses and asked : “ Will you drink ? ” 

“ All right ; we’ve grown too sober for such talk. . . .” 

They clinked glasses in silence and drank. Gregor leaned 
his chest against the table and, twisting his moustache, stared 
at Mikhail through half-closed eyes. 

“ But what is it you’re afraid of, Mikhail ? That I shall 
revolt against the Soviet regime again } ” 

“I’m not afraid of anything, but what I do think is that if 
anything happens to flare up you’ll be slipping across to the 
other side too.” 

“ I could have done that with the Poles, don’t you think ? 
We had a whole regiment go over to them.” 

“ Couldn’t you manage it ? ” 

“ It wasn’t that; I just didn’t want to. I’ve served my time. 
I don’t want to serve anybody any more. I’ve fought more 
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than enough for my age, and Tm absolutely worn out. I’m fed 
up with everything, with the revolution and with the counter¬ 
revolution. Let all that ... let it all go to hell! I want to 
live the rest of my life with my children, to return to the farm, 
that’s all. Believe me, Mikhail, I say that from the bottom of 
my heart! ” 

For that matter, no assurance whatever could convince Mikhail. 
Gregor realized that, and said no more. He felt a momentary 
bitter annoyance with himself. What the devil had he tried to 
justify himself for, tried to prove anything for ? What was 
the point of carrying on this drunken conversation and listening 
to Mikhail’s idiotic sermons ? To hell with it all ! He rose. 

“ We won’t go on with this useless talk. I’ve had enough ! 
One thing I want to say to you as my final word : I shan’t do 
anything against the regime so long as it doesn’t seize me by 
the throat. But if it does, I shall defend myself ! In any case 
I’m not going to yield up my head over the rising, as Platon 
Ryabchikov has.” 

“ What do you mean ? ” 

What I say. Let them take account of my service in the 
Red Army and the wounds I got as the result. I’m prepared 
to go to prison for the rising, but if it’s a case of being shot for 
it, then excuse me ! That’ll be asking too much ! ” 

Mikhail laughed contemptuously : 

“ You’ve got a fine idea into your head 1 The P^evolutionary 
Tribunal or the Cheka won’t ask you what you want and what 
you don’t want, and they won’t strike any bargain with you. 
Once you’ve been found guilty you receive your ration with 
make-weight ! The old debts have got to be paid off in full.” 

“Well, then we’ll see.” 

“ We’ll see, sure enough ! ” 

Gregor took off his belt and shirt, then, grunting with the 
effort, began to pull off his boots. 

“ Shall we share the farm ? ” he asked, unnecessarily examining 
the sole of his boot, which was coming away from the upper. 

“ The share-out won’t take long 1 I’ll put my hut in order 
apd go there to live.” 

“ Yes, we’d better separate in any case. You and I will 
never get on together.” 
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“ You’re right! ’’ Mikhail confirmed. 

“ I didn’t think you’d have such an opinion of me. . . . 
Ah, well . . 

“I’ve spoken straight out. I’ve said what I thought. When 
are you going to Vieshenska ? ” 

“ Some time or other during the next day or two.” 

“ Not ‘ some time or other ’; you’ve got to go to-morrow.” 

“ I’ve come almost twenty-five miles on foot, and I’m tired 
out. I’ll take a rest to-morrow, and go and register the day 
after.” 

“ The order is that registration must be immediate. Go 
to-morrow ! ” 

“ Don’t I need any rest ? I shan’t run away.” 

“ The devil knows ! I don’t want to be responsible for you.” 

“ What a swine you’ve become, Mikhail ! ” Gregor said, 
studying the harsh face of his former friend not without 
astonishment. 

“Don’t you call me a swine! I’m not used to it. . . 
Mikhail took a breath and raised his voice. “ You know, 
you ’ve got to drop your officer’s ways. I say you go to Vieshenska 
to-morrow, and if you won’t go of your own accord I’ll send 
you there under convoy, understand ? ” 

“ Now I understand everything.” Gregor stared with a look 
of hatred at his brother-in-law’s back as Mikhail went to his 
room and lay down on the bed without undressing. 

Ah, well, everything had happened as it was bound to happen. 
And why should he be given any different welcome ? Why, 
indeed, had he thought that his brief period of faithful service 
in the Red Army would atone for all his past sins ? And perhaps 
Mikhail was right in saying that not everything was forgivable 
and that the old debts had to be paid in full. 

In his sleep Gregor saw the spacious steppe, and a regiment 
deployed for attack. Just as from somewhere in the distance 
came a long drawn out command : “ Squad . . . ron I ” he 
realized that his saddle-girths were not tightened under his 
horse. He put all the weight of his body on the right stirrup— 
his saddle slipped away under him. Possessed with a feeling 
of shame and fear, he leaped from his horse to tighten the saddle- 
girths, and at that very moment heard the momentarily increasing 
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and then tempestuously decreasing thunder of horse-hoofs. 
The regiment had galloped in to the attack without him. 

He turned over and, awakening, caught the sound of his own 
hoarse groan. 

Outside the window day was just beginning to appear. The 
wind must have opened the shutter during the night, and through 
the hoar-frosted glass he could see the gleaming green disc of 
the waning moon. He groped for his pouch, and lit a cigarette. 
His heart was still pounding hollowly and swiftly. He lay 
on his back, and smiled : fancy dreaming such a hellish dream ! 
To be left out of the fight! In that early morning hour it did 
not occur to him that he would yet go into the attack more than 
once not only in his dreams but in his waking hours. 


CHAPTER VII 
§ I § 

Dunia got up early. She had to milk the cow. Gregor was 
walking quietly about the kitchen, coughing. Drawing the 
blanket over the children, Dunia swiftly dressed and went into 
the kitchen. She found her brother buttoning his greatcoat. 

“ Where are you off to so early, brother } 

“I’m going for a walk through the village, just to have a look 
round.” 

“ You should have some breakfast first. ...” 

“ I don’t want any ; I’ve got a headache.” 

“Will you be back by breakfast time ? I’m just going to 
light the stove.” 

“You needn’t wait for me ; I shan’t be back for some 
time.” 

Gregor went out into the street. Towards morning a gentle 
thaw had set in. The wind blowing from the south was moist 
and warm. Snow mingled with earth clung to the heels of his 
boots. As he walked slowly towards the centre of the village 
he attentively examined the houses and sheds, familiar to him 
ever since childhood, as though he were in a strange locality. 
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The charred ruins of the merchants* houses and shops burnt 
down by Koshevoi the previous year showed black on the square, 
the half-demolished church wall yawned with gaps. ‘ The 
bricks have come in useful for stoves,* Gregor thought uncon¬ 
cernedly. The church stood as of old, small, huddling into 
the ground. Its long unpainted roof was gilded with rust, its 
walls were variegated with brown stains of dampness, and where 
the plaster had fallen away the bare brick showed a bright, fresh 
red. 

The streets were deserted. Two or three sleepy-eyed women 
passed him not far from the well. They bowed silently to 
him as though he were a stranger, and only when he had passed 
did they halt and stand staring after him. 

He turned back. ' I ought to go to the graveyard, to visit 
mother and Natalia,* he thought, and walked along a lane 
leading in the direction of the cemetery. But, after going a 
little distance, he halted. His heart was heavy and sorrowful 
enough without that. ‘ Fll go some other time,* he decided, 
turning to make his way to Prokhor’s hut. ‘ It*s all the same 
to them whether I come or not. They*re at peace now. It*s 
all over for them. Their graves are blanketed with snow. But 
the earth must be cold down inside there, . . . Well, they 
lived their time, and so quickly, as though in a dream. There 
they all lie together, side by side : my wife, and mother, and 
Piotra and Daria. . . . The entire family has crossed to the 
other side and lie there side by side. They’re well off there, 
but father alone is lying in a strange country. He must find it 
dreary among strangers. . . .’ Gregor no longer looked about 
him, but walked along gazing down at his feet, at the white, 
slightly damp, thawing snow, which was very soft, so soft that 
one did not even feel it underfoot and it made hardly any 
semneh. 

Then his thoughts turned to his children: They had grown 
strangely reserved, taciturn for their years, not as they had 
been when their mother was alive. Death had taken too much 
from them. They were frightened. Why had Poliushka broken 
into tears yesterday when she saw him ? Children don’t usually 
cry when they meet anyone, it was not like them. What had she 
been thinking about ? And why did fear flash into her eyes 
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when he took her hand ? Maybe all this time she had been 
thinking her father was dead and would never come back any 
more, and then when she saw him she had been afraid ? In 
any case, he had no reason to reproach himself in regard to 
them. But he must tell Aksinia to have pity on them and to 
try to take their mother's place as far as she could. . . . Maybe 
they would grow attached to their step-mother. She was a 
good, kind woman. In her love for him she would love the 
children too. 

He found this subject also painful and bitter to think about. 
It was not so simple as all that. Life itself was proving to be 
not so simple as it had seemed to him only recently. In his 
stupid, childish naivete he had assumed that he had only to 
return home, to change his greatcoat for a peasant’s coat, and 
everything would go according to prescription ; no one would 
say a word to him, nobody would reproach him, everything would 
settle down of itself, and he would live and end his days as a 
peaceable grain-grower and a model villager. But no, the reality 
didn’t look quite so simple. 

He cautiously opened Zykov's wicket-gate, which was hanging 
by one hinge. Wearing well-patched, huge, felt boots and a 
three-cornered cap drawn right down over his eyes, Prokhor 
was walking towards the steps, jauntily swinging an empty 
milking pail. White drops of milk sprinkled invisibly over the 
snow. 

“ Had a good night, comrade commander ? ” he greeted 
Gregor. 

‘‘ Praise be ! " 

“ Getting drunk’s proper work I ” 

“ But why is the pail empty ? Have you been milking the 
cow yourself ? ” 

With a nod Prokhor shifted his cap to the back of his head, 
and only then did Gregor notice that his friend'*s face was 
gloomy. 

“ Well, is the devil going to milk her for me ? Yes, I’ve 
milked her, the accursed female ! I only hope she gets belly¬ 
ache as the result ! ” Prokhor furiously flung away the pail, 
and curtly said : “ Let’s go into the hut.” 

“ How about your wife ? ” Gregor asked irresolutely. 
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“ The devils have eaten her with kvass I Before there was 
any sign of dawn she raked herself together and drove off to 
Kruzhilinsky for firewood. She set about me as soon as I 
arrived home after leaving you last night. She lectured me to 
further orders, and then she jumped up : ‘ Tm going off to get 
some firewood. Maksaev’s daughters-in-law are going to-day, 
and ril go with them.' ‘ Go by all means,' I thought, ‘ go for 
pears if you like, and a smooth road to you ! ' I got up, lit 
the stove, and went to milk the cow. I milked her all right! 
Do you think a man’s capable of doing such things with only 
one arm ? ” 

You should have asked some woman to do it for you, you 
idiot! ” 

“ A sheep’s an idiot, it’ll suck at its mother until the Feast 
of the Blessed Virgin ; but all my life I've never been an idiot. 

I thought I’d manage it by myself. Well, and I did. I crawled 
under that cow on all fours ; but, damn her, she wouldn't stand 
still, but shifted about all the time. I even took my cap off 
in order not to alarm her, but it made no difference. My 
shirt got wet through with sweat while I was milking her, and 
I had hardly stretched out my hand to take the pail from under 
her when she let fly with her leg. The pail went one way, and 
I the other. And that’s how I milked her. She’s not a cow, 
she's a devil with horns ! I spat into her face and left her. I 
can do without milk. Shall we have a drink ? ” 

“ Have you got any ? ” 

‘‘ One bottle. Extra good.” 

“ Well, it’ll be enough.” 

“ Come in, be my guest. Shall 1 fry you some eggs ? I can 
get them ready in two twos.” 

Gregor cut up some fat bacon, and helped Prokhor to get * 
the fire going at the front of the stove. They watched without 
talking as the pieces of rosy fat hissed, melted and slipped about 
the frying pan. Then Prokhor drew out a dusty bottle from 
behind the ikon cupboard. 

“ That’s where I keep all my secrets from my wife,” he 
explained briefly. 

They ate in the small, well-heated best room, drank, and talked 
in undertones. 
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With whom could Gregor share his most secret thoughts, if 
not with Prokhor ? He sat at the table, his long, muscular legs 
spread wide apart, and his hoarse deep voice sounded husky : 

“ While I was in the army and all the way home I thought 
of how rd live close to the earth, and rest among my family 
from all the devilish business of war. It’s no joke not to have 
slipped off your horse for eight years, so to speak. Even in 
your dreams and almost every night you dream of all that glory : 
either you’re killing someone, or they’re killing you. . . . But 
now I can see, Prokhor, that it’s not going to turn out as 1 
thought. ... I can see that others, not I, are going to plough 
the land, to take care of it. ...” 

“ Did you have a talk with Mikhail yesterday ? ” 

“ I had that honeyed pleasure ! ” 

“ And what did he say ? ” 

Gregor crossed his fingers. 

“ That’s the state of our friendship. He’s throwing my 
service with the Whites up in my face ; he thinks I’m nursing 
designs against the new regime, hiding a knife against it in my 
breast. He’s afraid there’ll be a rising, but what the devil I 
want it for he himself doesn’t know, the fool ! ” 

‘‘ He said the same thing to me.” 

Gregor smiled cheerlessly. 

During our advance on Poland wc came across a certain 
Ukrainian who asked us for arms to defend his village. Bandits 
had entered the place, plundered them all and slaughtered their 
cattle. The commander of our regiment—I was present at the 
time—said : ‘ Give you arms and you’ll go oft to the bandits 
yourselves ! ’ But the Ukrainian laughed and said : ‘ Yoii 

only arm us, comrade, and then we’ll not only keep the bandits 
out of the village but you too.’ And just now I’m thinking 
rather like that Ukrainian : if only it was possible to have neither 
Whites nor Reds in Tatarsk it would be much better. In my 
view my kinsman Mitka Korshunov, say, and Mikhail Koshevoi 
are both tarred with the same brush. Mikhail thinks I’m so 
devoted to the Whites that I can’t live without them. The 
horse-radish ! I’m devoted to them all right 1 Recently, when 
we were advancing into the Crimea, I happened to run up 
against a Kornilov officer in a fight—a brisk little colonel fellow, 




HOME AT LAST 


297 

with his moustache trimmed English fashion, two streaks like 
snot under his nose. And I tackled him with such fervour that 
my heart leaped for joy ! I left that poor little colonel with 
half his cap and half his head on his shoulders, and his officer’s 
white cockade went dying. . . , That’s how much I’m devoted 
to them ! They too have salted my life more than enough. 
With my own blood I earned my way to that accursed officer’s 
rank, but among the officers I was like a white crow. The 
swine, they never regarded me as a man, they scorned giving me 
their hands ; and do you think that after that. . . . They can 
go to hell ! It makes me sick even to talk about it. And to 
suggest that I should want to restore their regime again I To 
invite the general Fitzhelaurovs here ! I’ve tried that game 
once, and I was hiccuping for a whole year after. I’ve had 
enough, I’ve learnt my lesson. I’ve felt it all on my own 
back.” 

As he soaked his bread in the hot fat, Prokhor said : 

“ There isn’t going to be any rising. To begin with, there 
are only a few cossacks left, and those who’ve come through 
have also learnt their lesson. They’ve shed the blood of their 
brothers to further orders, and they’ve grown so peaceable and 
sensible that you couldn’t drag them into a rising at the end 
of a rope. And besides, the people have grown hungry for a 
peaceful life. You should have seen how everybody worked 
this summer : they piled great stacks of hay, and harvested all 
the corn down to the last grain ; they’re groaning with the 
effort, but they’re ploughing and sowing as though, you’d say, 
every one of them intended to live a hundred years. No, there’s 
no point in talking about a rising. It’s stupid talking about 
it. Though the devil knows what the cossacks may get into 
their heads next. ...” 

“ What can they get into their heads ? What are you hinting 
at ? ” 

“ Neighbours of ours have got it into their heads. ...” 

“Well ? ” 

“ Call it ^ well ’ if you like I A rising has broken out in 
Voroniezh province, somewhere beyond Boguchar.” 

“ That’s all rot I ” 

“Why is it? A militia-man I know told me about it 
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yesterday. It seems the authorities are intending to send the 
militia there.*' 

‘‘ But where's ‘ there ' ? " 

“To Monastirshchizna, Sukhoi Donietz, Paseka, Stara and 
Nova Kalitva and elsewhere in that district. They say it’s quite 
a big rising.” 

“ Why didn’t you say anything about it yesterday, you plucked 
goose ? ” 

“ I didn't want to in front of Mikhail, and besides, there's no 
pleasure in talking about such things. I never want to hear 
another word about that sort of thing.” 

Gregor grew glum. After long reflection he said : 

“ That's bad news.” 

“ It's nothing to do with you. Let the Khokhols worry 
about it. They’ll have their arses beaten into sores, and then 
they'll learn how to rise. But it's nothing whatever to do with 
you and me. I don’t feel at all sorry for them.” 

“ It'll make things difficult for me, though.” 

“ Why will it ? ” 

“ Can't you see ? If the regional authorities have the same 
opinion of me as Koshevoi, then I shan't be able to avoid un¬ 
pleasantness, A rising in the next province, and I a former 
officer, and an insurgent into the bargain. ... Now do you 
see ? ” 

Prokhor stopped chewing, and sat thinking. This aspect 
had not occurred to him before. His head was fuddled with 
drink, and he thought slowly and painfully. 

“ But where do you come in, Pantalievich ? ” he asked in 
astonishment. 

Gregor knitted his brows in his vexation, and did not aqswer. 
He was obviously disturbed by the news. Prokhor was about 
to pass his glass across to him, but he pushed his friend's hand 
away and said resolutely : 

“ I'm not having any more.” 

“ But won't you have just one more ? Drink till you turn 
black I The only way of stifling this joyful life is with vodka.” 

‘‘ Turn black on your own. Your head's stupid enough 
already, it’ll be the death of you sooner or later. I've got to 
go to Vieshenska to-day, to register.” 
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Prokhor gazed fixedly at him. Gregor’s sunburnt and 
weather-beaten face burned with a deep brown flush, his skin 
was a dull white only at the very roots of the hair combed back 
off his forehead. He was calm enough, this soldier who had 
seen so much, with whom war and adversity had made Prokhor 
kin. His rather prominent eyes had a morose gaze, a look of 
harsh weariness. 

“ You aren’t afraid they’ll . . . they’ll put you in prison ? ” 
Prokhor asked. 

Gregor warmly answered : 

“ That’s just what I am afraid of, my lad ! I never have 
been in prison, and I fear prisons more than deith. But it’s 
clear that I’ve got to experience that happiness too.” 

‘‘ You shouldn’t have come home,” Prokhor said com- 
miserately. 

“ But where else was I to go ? ” 

‘‘You should have hidden somewhere in a town, and waited 
till all this business has settled down, and then come home.” 

Gregor waved his hand and laughed. 

“ That’s not my way. To wait till you’re caught is worst of 
all. And how could I leave the children ? ” 

“ A fine idea ! Haven’t they lived without you already ? 
You could have taken them later, and your darling too. And 
by the way, I forgot to tell you. Your masters, those you 
and Aksinia worked for before the war, have both gone.” 

“ The Listnitskys ? ” 

“ That’s the name. My kinsman Zakhar retreated as orderly 
to the younger Listnitsky, and he told me the old man died of 
typhus at Morozovsky, but the younger got as far as Yekaterin- 
odar ; and there his wife had an affair with general Pokrovsky, 
and he couldn’t stand it, so he shot himself in his temper.” 

“ Well, they can go to the devil I ” Gregor said unconcernedly. 
“I’m sorry for the good men that have been lost, but nobody’s 
going to be sorry for those two.” He rose, put on his greatcoat 
and, as he held the door handle, said reflectively : “ Though, 
damn it, I always felt envious of such men as the younger List¬ 
nitsky or Koshevoi. . . . Everything was clear to them from 
the very beginning, but nothing is clear to me even now. Both 
of them saw straight roads before them, and saw the ends of 
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them ; but ever since 1917 I’ve been going round and round 
in a circle, reeling like a drunken man. I broke away from the 
Whites, but I didn’t join up with the Reds, and I float like dung 
in an ice-hole. ... You see, Prokhor, of course I ought to have 
remained in the Red Army until the end, maybe then every¬ 
thing would have gone well for me. And at first, you know, I 
served the Soviet regime with all my heart ; but afterwards 
everything went wrong. I was a stranger among the Whites, 
among their command; they always suspected me. And 
how could it be otherwise ? The son of a farmer, an illiterate 
cossack—what kinship had I with them ? They just didn’t 
trust me ! And afterwards it was just the same with the Reds. 
After all, I’m not blind, I saw how the commissar and the com¬ 
munists in the squadron watched me. . . . During a battle 
they didn’t take their eyes off me, they watched my every step, 
and I suppose they were thinking : ‘ Ah, that swine, the former 
White, the cossack officer, wc must see he doesn’t betray us.’ 
And when I noticed it my heart ran cold. Towards the end 
I couldn’t stand their distrust any longer. After all, even a 
stone will split with heat. And it was a good job they did 
demobilize me. It brought the end nearer.” He cleared his 
throat huskily, said nothing for a moment, and then, not looking 
at Prokhor, went on in a changed tone : “ Thanks for the treat. 
I’m off now. Keep well. If I return, I’ll drop in towards 
evening. Clear that bottle away, for if your wife comes home 
she’ll smash a frying pan over your back.” 

Prokhor accompanied him to the steps and whispered in the 
porch : 

** Ah, Pantalievich, see they don’t fix you there ! ” 

“ I will I ” Gregor answered in a reserved tone. 

§ 2 § 

He did not go home, but dropped down to the river, untied 
someone’s boat from the landing stage, bailed the water out with 
his palms, then pulled a stake out of the fence, broke the ice 
to make a channel, and rowed to the farther side. 

Dark green, wind-lashed waves were rolling westward along 
the Don. In the quiet water by the banks they broke away the 
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fragile, transparent, thin ice and sent the emerald strands of 
water-weed swaying. Over the banks hung the crystal tinkle 
of colliding ice, the riverside shingle softly hissed as it was 
washed by the water ; but in the middle of the river, where the 
current was swift and steady, Gregor heard only the muffled 
plash and seething of waves piling against the left side of the 
boat, and the low, deep, incessant roar of the wind in the Donside 
forest. 

He dragged the boat half out of the water, then squatted down, 
removed his boots, and carefully rewound his legrags, to make 
walking easier. 

He arrived at Vieshenska towards mid-day. 

The regional Military Commissariat was crowded and noisy. 
Telephone bells were ringing sharply, doors were slammed, 
armed men went in and out, the dry rattle of typewriters came 
from various rooms. In the corridor a couple of dozen Red 
Army men stood surrounding a stocky little man dressed in a 
flounced sheepskin jacket, talking and interrupting one another 
excitedly, and roaring with laughter. As Gregor walked along 
the corridor, two Red Army men wheeled out a machinc-gun 
from a further room. Its small wheels clattered softly on the 
uneven wooden floor. One of the gunners, a beefy, hefty man, 
jokingly shouted : “ Now then, out of the way, or I’ll crush 
you ! ” 

‘ It looks as if they’re really going off to suppress a rising,’ 
Gregor thought. 

He was not detained long over the registration. After hurriedly 
noting his papers, the secretary of the Military Commissariat 
said : 

‘'Go to the Political Department of the Don Cheka, As 
a former officer you’ll have to report to them.” 

“ Very good ! ” Gregor saluted, in no way betraying the 
agitation which had taken possession of him. 

On the square he halted irresolutely. He ought to go to the 
Political Department, but all his being was resisting violently. 

‘ They’ll clap you in prison ! ’ an inward voice told him, and 
he shivered with fear and loathing. He stood by the school 
fence, gazing with unseeing eyes at the dunged earth, and saw 
himself with bound arms, descending a dirty ladder into a cellar, 
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and behind liim a man firmly clutching the rough butt of a pistol. 
He clenched his fists, and stared at the swollen blue veins of his 
arms. And they would bind those arms ? The blood rushed to 
his face. No, he would not go there to-day 1 To-morrow, if 
you like, but to-day he would go back to the village, he would 
spend this day with his children, he would see Aksinia and 
return to Vieshenska to-morrow. Let his foot ache with so 
much walking ! He would go home for just one day, and then 
return here—of course he would return. Come what may 
to-morrow, but not to-day. 

“Ah, Melekhov ! It’s ages, ages. ...” 

Gregor turned. Yakov Fomin, Piotra’s regimental comrade, 
former commander of the insurgent 28 th Regiment of the Don 
Army, came up to him. 

Fomin was no longer the awkwardly and carelessly dressed 
cossack of the Ataman regiment whom Gregor had once known. 
In two years he had changed amazingly : his well-cut cavalry 
greatcoat neatly fitted his figure, his red moustache was twisted 
impudently, and all his form, the exaggeratedly swaggering gait, 
the self-satisfied smile, revealed a consciousness of his superiority 
and distinction. 

“ What fate has brought you here ” he asked, shaking Gregor’s 
hand, staring into his eyes with his own wide-set blue eyes. 

“ I’ve been demobilized. ‘ I’ve just been to the Military 
Commissariat.” 

“ Been back some time ? ” 

“ I arrived yesterday.” 

“ I often recall your brother Piotra Pantalievich. He was a 
good cossack, but his death was a pity. He and I were secret 
friends. You ought not to have risen last year, Melekhov. You 
made a mistake.” 

Gregor felt bound to say something, and he said : 

“Yes. The cossacks made a mistake. . . .” 

“ What force were you in ? ” 

“The First Cavalry Brigade.” 

“ What as ? ” 

“ Squadron commander,” 

“ You don’t say ! I’m in command of a squadron too, now. 
We’ve got a defensive force here at Vieshenska.” He looked 
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about him and, lowering his voice, suggested : “ Listen, let’s 
move on. Walk a little way with me. There are too many 
people here, and we don’t get any chance of talking,” 

They walked along the street. Looking out of the corner of 
his eye at Gregor, Fomin asked : 

Are you thinking of living at home ? ” 

“ Where else should I live ? Of course.” 

“ Farming ? ” 

” Yes.” 

Fomin commiserately shook his head and sighed : . 

“ You’ve chosen a bad time, Melckhov, very bad. . . . You 
shouldn’t have come back for a year or even two, yet.” 

” Why not?” 

Taking Gregor by the elbow and bending slightly towards 
him, Fomin whispered : 

“ There’s trouble in the Region. The cossacks are very dis¬ 
contented with the food requisitioning. There’s a rising in 
Boguchar county. You’d be well advised to slip away from here, 
young man, and quickly ! Piotra and I were great friends, that’s 
why I’m advising you to clear out.” 

” I’ve got nowhere to clear out to.” 

” Well, watch out! I’m telling you this because the Political 
Department is beginning to arrest the former officers. This 
very week three ensigns from Dudarevka and one from Reshe- 
tovka have been brought in, and they’re being brought in in 
packets from the other side of the Don, and they’re even beginning 
to put the screw on rank and file cossacks. Draw your own 
conclusions, Gregor Pantalievich.” 

“ Thank you for the advice, but I’m not clearing out all the 
same,” Gregor said stubbornly. 

” Well, that’s your business.” 

Fomin turned to talking of the situation in the Region, of his 
relations with the regional authorities and the regional military 
commissar, Shakhaev. Occupied with his own thoughts, Gregor 
listened to him inattentively. They walked along for three 
blocks, then Fomin halted. 

‘‘I’ve got a call to make. So long.” Putting his hand to 
his fur cap, he took a chilly leave of Gregor and went down a side 
turning, his new shoulder-straps creaking, carrying himself erect 
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and with absurd dignity. Gregor followed him with his eyes, 
then turned back. 

As he went up the stone steps of the Political Department he 
thought: 

‘ If it’s the end, then the sooner the better. There’s no point 
in dragging it out. You knew how to do harm, Gregor; now 
know how to answer for it! ’ 


CHAPTER VIII 

§i§ 

About eight in the morning Aksinia raked together the coals 
in the stove and sat down on the bench, wiping her flushed, 
sweaty face with her apron. She had risen before dawn, in order 
to be free of cooking as early as possible ; she had boiled a 
chicken with vermicelli, had made pancakes, had poured cream 
liberally over small dumplings, and had put them on to fry. 
She knew Gregor was fond of fried dumplings, and she had 
prepared this festive meal in the hope that her beloved would 
dine with her. 

She felt strongly impelled to go along to the Melekhovs’ under 
some pretext, to spend if only a minute there, to glance at Gregor 
if only with one eye. It seemed quite impossible that he should 
be there, next door, and she not see him. Yet she mastered her 
desire and did not go. After all, she was not a girl. At her age 
there was no point in behaving indecorously. 

She washed her face and hands more carefully than usual, 
put on a clean shirt and a new embroidered underskirt. She 
stood a long time irresolutely before the open chest: what 
should she wear, now she had to decide ? It was hardly the 
thing to dress herself in her best on a work-day, yet she did not 
want to remain in her simple working clothes. Not knowing 
what to choose, she knitted her brows and carelessly turned 
over the ironed skirts. Finally she resolutely picked up a dark 
blue skirt and an almost unworn blue bodice trimmed with black 
lace. It was the best she possessed. In the last resort, did it 



matter what the neighbours thought ? Let to-day be a work¬ 
day for them ; for her it was a holiday. She hurriedly dressed 
herself in her finery and went across to the mirror. A faint, 
astonished smile slipped over her lips : youthful, sparkling eyes 
gazed at her curiously and merrily. She closely, severely exam¬ 
ined her face, then sighed with relief. No, her beauty had not 
faded. More than one cossack yet would halt when he met her 
and would watch with flaming eyes as she went by! 

As she adjusted her skirt before the mirror she said aloud : 
“ Well, Gregor Pantalievich, now look out! Feeling that she 
was blushing, she broke into a quiet, stifled laugh. Even so she 
did not fail to find several grey hairs on her temples, and pulled 
them out. Gregor must not see anything that would remind 
him of her age. For him she wanted to be as young to-day as 
she had been seven years before. 

She managed somehow to stay at home until dinner-time, but 
then could restrain herself no longer and, throwing a shawl of 
white goat’s wool around her shoulders, went along to the 
Melekhovs’. Dunia was alone in the house. Aksinia greeted 
her and asked : 

‘'You haven’t had dinner yet, have you ? ” 

“ Have dinner on time with such stay-at-homes ? My hus¬ 
band’s at the Soviet, and Gregor’s gone off to Vieshenska. I’ve 
already fed the children, and now I’m waiting for the grown¬ 
ups ! ” 

Outwardly calm, by neither movement nor word betraying the 
disillusionment she felt, Aksinia said : 

“ And I thought you’d all be at home. And when will 
Grisha . . . Gregor Pantalievich be back ? To-day ? ” 

Dunia ran a swift glance over her neighbour in her finery, 
and said reluctantly : 

“ He’s gone off to register.” 

“ When did he expect to be back ? ” 

Tears glittered in Dunia’s eyes. With reproach in her stam¬ 
mering voice, she said : 

“ You’ve chosen a fine time ... to dress yourself up. . . . 
But you don’t know . . . that he mayn’t come back at all. . . .” 

“ What do you mean ? ” 

“ Mikhail says he’ll be arrested at Vieshenska. . . .” Dunia 
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began to weep meagre, angry tears. Wiping her eyes with her 
sleeve, she cried : “ Curse it; curse this life ! When will it all 
end ? He went off, and the children . . . you'd say they'd 
gone mad, they wouldn't give me a minute's peace : ‘ Where's 
daddy gone and when is he coming back ? ' And how am I to 
know ? I sent them out into the yard, but my own heart was 
aching. . . . What do you call this accursed life ? There's 
never any peace for anyone, though you scream your lungs out 
for it I ” 

“ If he doesn’t get back by the evening I’ll go to Vieshenska 
to-morrow and find out.” Aksinia said these words in such an 
unconcerned tone that she might have been talking of something 
quite commonplace which did not call for the least agitation. 

Amazed at her calm, Dunia sighed ; 

“It’s no good expecting him now, that’s clear. He came back 
to his own misfortune ! ” 

“ We don't know anything at all yet. Now do stop shouting, 
or the children will start thinking things. Good-bye ! ” 


§ 2 § 

Gregor returned late that evening. He spent a little time in 
the house, then went to see Aksinia. 

The anxiety in which she had lived all that long day somewhat 
blunted the joy of the meeting. By the evening she felt as 
though she had been at work all day without once straightening 
her back. Oppressed and weary with expectation, she had lain 
down on the bed and was dozing. But, hearing footsteps outside 
the window, she jumped up with the energy of a girl. 

“ Why didn’t you tell me you were going to Vieshenska ? ” 
she asked, putting her arms around Gregor and unbuttoning his 
greatcoat. 

“ I didn’t have a chance to say ; I was in a hurry.” 

“ But Dunia and I cried to each other, each in her own way, 
because we thought you wouldn't be coming back.” 

Gregor smiled wanly. 

“ No, it isn't as bad as that.” After a pause, he added : “ Not 
yet.” 

He limped to the table and began to eat. Through the open 
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door the best room, the broad wooden bed in one corner, a chest 
with its copper bindings dully glittering, were visible. Every¬ 
thing was as it had been in those days when as a youngster he 
had called while Stepan was out. He could see hardly any 
change, it was as though time had gone past this place and had 
not glanced inside. Even the old smell remained : the yeasty 
smell of fresh-brewed beer, scrubbed floors, and a very faint, 
almost imperceptible scent of faded thyme. It was as though 
he had last left this house at dawn only the other day. Yet in 
reality how long ago it was . . . 

He suppressed a sigh and deliberately began to roll himself 
a cigarette. But for some reason his fingers trembled, and he 
sprinkled the tobacco over his knees. 

Aksinia hurriedly laid the table. The cold vermicelli had to 
be warmed up. She ran to the shed for firewood and, panting 
and rather pale, began to build up the fire at the front of the 
stove. She blew on the coals, sending the sparks flying, yet she 
managed to take a look at the huddled, silently smoking Gregor. 

How did your affairs go ? Did you settle everything ? 

** Everything went well.’' 

“ Why did Dunia get it into her head that they were sure to 
arrest you ? She gave me a fright too.” 

Gregor frowned and threw his cigarette away with a gesture 
of irritation. 

” Mikhail’s been blowing in her ear ! It’s he who’s making it 
all up, and calling down trouble on my head.” 

Aksinia went to the table. He took her by the hands. 

But you know,” he said, looking down into her eyes, “ my 
affairs aren’t in too good a way. As I went into the Political 
Department I myself thought I wouldn’t be coming out again. 
There’s no denying it, I did command a division during the 
rising, and I was a squadron commander. Such as me are taken 
up at once.” 

“ But what did they say to you ? ” 

** They gave me a form to fill in, and I had to tell all I had 
done during my service. But I’m not much of a hand with the 
pen. I haven’t had to do much writing in my time, and I sat 
there a couple of hours describing all my past. Then two others 
came into the room, and asked all about the rising. They were 
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all right, quite friendly sorts. The older man asked me : 
* Would you like some tea ? Only you’ll have to have sac¬ 
charine.’ * What do I want tea for,’ I thought. ‘ So long as 
my legs get me away from you whole ! ’ ” He was silent for a 
moment, then added contemptuously, as though speaking of 
some outsider : “I proved to be rather watery when it came to 
settling accounts. I was a bit of a coward.” 

He was angry with himself for having shown cowardice at 
Vieshenska and for not having the strength to fight the fear which 
had possessed him. He was doubly annoyed because his fears 
had proved groundless. Now all his agitation seemed absurd 
and shameful. His mind had run on this subject all the way 
back, and maybe that) was why he told Aksinia all about it, 
laughing at himself and a little exaggerating what he had gone 
through. 

Aksinia listened to him attentively, then gently released her 
hands and went across to the stove. As she made up the fire she 
asked : 

But how about the future ? ” 

“ I’ve got to go and report there again in a week’s time.” 

Do you think they’ll take you after all ? ” 

** It seems like it. Sooner or later they’ll take me.” 

“ Then what are we to do ? How shall we live, 
Grisha ? ” 

“ I don’t know. Let’s talk about that later. Have you got 
any water I can wash with ? ” 

They sat down to supper, and once more that fullness of 
happiness which she had experienced in the morning returned to 
Aksinia. Gregor was here, at her side ; she could look at him 
without removing her eyes, without having to think that outsiders 
were catching her glances ; with her eyes she could say all without 
concealment and without embarrassment. Lord, how she had 
longed for him, how she had worn herself out, how her body had 
yearned for his great, ungracious hands ! She hardly touched the 
food ; leaning a little forward, she watched as Gregor ate hungrily, 
her misted eyes caressing his face, his swarthy neck tightly 
gripped by the standing collar of his tunic, his broad shoulders, 
his hands lying heavily on the table. She avidly breathed in the 
mingled scent of bitter masculine sweat and tobacco which came 
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from him, the familiar and precious scent peculiar to him. With 
eyes blindfolded she could have distinguished her Gregor from 
a thousand other men even by his scent. A deep flush burned 
on her cheeks, her heart beat fast and heavily. This evening she 
could not be a really attentive housewife, for she saw nothing but 
Gregor all around her. But he did not demand attention : he 
cut his own bread, looked for and found the salt-cellar on the 
stove, helped himself to a second plate of vermicelli. 

** Fm as hungry as a dog,” he said with a smile, as though 
excusing himself. “ Fve eaten nothing since morning.” 

Only then did Aksinia recall her domestic duties ; she jumped 
up hurriedly. 

“ Oh, what a head Fve got! Fve forgotten the dumplings and 
the pancakes ! Have some chicken, do ! Eat lots more, my 
darling. Fll have everything on the table in a moment.” 

But how long and methodically he ate ! As though he had 
had no food for a week ! It was quite superfluous to make him 
a feast. She waited patiently, but at last she could wait no 
longer ! She sat down beside him ; with her left hand she drew 
his head to her, with her right she took the clean, embroidered 
hand-towel and herself wiped her beloved’s greasy lips and chin. 
Then, holding her breath, half closing her eyes so that tiny orange 
sparks spurted from them in the darkness, she pressed her lips 
strongly against his. 

In truth, it takes very little to make man happy. At any rate, 
Aksinia was happy that evening. 


CHAPTER IX 

§i§ 

Gregor could not endure meeting Koshevoi. Their relations 
had been determined on the first day of Gregor’s return, and 
there was nothing more to talk about, nor any point in talking. 
Probably Mikhail also got no pleasure from seeing Gregor. He 
hired two carpenters, and they hurriedly repaired his small hut; 
they renewed the half-rotten rafters of the roof, took to pieces. 
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and rebuilt one of the tottering walls, fashioned new lintels, frames 
and doors. 

After his return from Vieshenska Gregor went to the village 
Revolutionary Committee, handed Koshevoi his documents, 
certified by the Military Commissariat, and left again without 
a word of farewell. He went to live with Aksinia, taking the 
children and some of his possessions with him. As Dunia saw 
him off to his new home she burst into tears. 

Brother dear, don’t be angry with me. I’ve done you no 
wrong,” she said, gazing imploringly at him. 

“Why should I be angry, Dunia? Now, don’t be upset,” 
he soothed her. “ Come and see us sometimes. I’m the only 
one of the family left to you, I was always sorry for you, and I feel 
sorry now. . . . But your husband—that’s another question. 
You and I shan’t drop our friendship.” 

“ We’ll be leaving the house soon. Don’t be annoyed.” 

“ Of course you mustn’t,” Gregor said in a vexed tone. “ Stay 
in the house until the spring at any rate. You’re no trouble to 
me, and there’s room enough for me and the children with 
Aksinia.” 

“ Are you going to marry her, Grisha ? ” 

“ There’s plenty of time for that,” Gregor said indefinitely. 

“You marry her, brother, she’s a good woman,” Dunia said 
decisively. “ Our dead mother said she was the only wife for 
you. She came to love her towards the end, and often went to 
see her before she died.” 

“ It sounds as if you’re trying to persuade me ! ” Gregor said 
with a smile. “ Who else should I marry, if not her ? Not old 
crone Andronikha, surely ? ” 

Andronikha was the most ancient beldam in Tatarsk. She 
had long passed her century. As Dunia recalled her tiny 
doubled-up figure she burst into a laugh. 

“ The things you say, brother ! I was only asking. Don’t 
tell anyone I asked you.” 

“ Whoever else I ask, I shall invite you to the wedding.” 
Gregor jokingly clapped his sister on her back and left his old 
home with a light heart. 

To tell the truth he was quite unconcerned where he lived, so 
long as he could live in peace. But peace was the one thing he 



HOME AT LAST 


could not find. He spent several days in an oppressive idleness. 
He tried to tackle certain pieces of work on Aksinia’s farm, but 
at once felt that he could do nothing. He had no inclination for 
anything. The repressive uncertainty of his position tormented 
him, prevented him from living ; not for a minute did he forget 
that he might be arrested and in the best case thrown into prison, 
and that he might even be shot. 

Aksinia would wake up in the middle of the night and find 
him wide awal^e. Usually he was lying on his back, his hands 
behind his head, staring into the darkness ; and his eyes were 
cold and hard. Aksinia knew what he was thinking about. 
There was no way in which she could help him. She herself 
suffered as she saw how painful it was for him, and guessed that 
her hopes of life with him were again receding into the distance. 
She did not question him about anything. Let him decide it all 
for himself. Only once, one night, when she awoke and saw the 
livid glow of a cigarette beside her, did she say : 

“ Grisha, you never sleep. Perhaps you'd better leave the 
village for the time being ? Or perhaps we could go off some¬ 
where and hide ? " 

He thoughtfully covered her legs with the blanket, and answered 
reluctantly : 

“ ril think about it. You sleep." 

“ And we could return later on, when everything had quietened 
down here, couldn’t we ? " 

He again replied indefinitely, as though he had made no 
decision whatever : 

“We’ll see how things go. You sleep, Ksinia." He 
cautiously and gently pressed his lips to her bare, silkily cool 
shoulder. 

But in reality he had already made a decision : he would not 
go to Vieshenska again. The man who had received him last 
time at the Political Department would wait for him in vain. 
He had sat behind his table, his greatcoat flung across his shoul¬ 
ders, stretching himself with a cracking of joints and artificially 
yawning as he listened to Gregor’s story of the rising. Well, 
he would hear no more. All the story was told. 

The day Gregor was due to go to the Political Department 
he would clear out of the village. If necessary, for a long time. 
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Where to, he himself did not know, but he had firmly resolved 
to clear out. He had no desire either to die or to sit in prison. 
He had made his choice, but* he did not want to talk about it 
prematurely to Aksinia. There was no point in poisoning her 
last few days with him—as it was they were not so very cheerful. 
He must speak about it on the last day, he had decided. But 
now, let her sleep calmly, her face in his armpit. Frequently 
during those nights she said : “ It’s good for me to sleep under 
your wing.” Well, and let her sleep meantime. Poor wretch, 
she had no long time left in which to nestle against him. 


§ 2 § 

During the day Gregor played with the children, then went 
wandering aimlessly through the village. In company he felt 
more cheerful. One day Prokhor proposed meeting at Nikita 
Melnikov’s, to drink with the other young cossacks who had been 
their regimental comrades. Gregor flatly refused. He knew 
from the villagers’ conversation that they were discontented with 
the grain requisitioning, and that there would inevitably be talk 
of this over the drinks. Pie did not wish to draw suspicion down 
on himself, and even when he chanced to meet acquaintances he 
avoided talking about politics. He had had enough of politics, 
they had done him enough harm already. 

His caution was all the less superfluous because the grain 
requisitioning was yielding poor results, and in consequence three 
old men were arrested as hostages and sent under escort to 
Vieshenska. 

The following day, close to the Co-operative shop, Gregor 
saw the former artilleryman Zakhar Kramskov, who had recently 
returned from the Red Army. He was thoroughly drunk and 
reeled as he walked ; but as he came up to Gregor he buttoned 
up all the buttons of his dirty jacket and said hoarsely : 

‘‘ I wish you health, Gregor Pantalievich.” 

“ Your health I ” Gregor shook the stocky and well-knit 
artilleryman’s hefty fist. 

“ D’you recognize me ? ” 

“ Why, of course ! ” 

‘‘ D’you remember how last year our battery saved you, close 
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to Bokovskoi ? Without us your cavalry would have had a bad 
time. The Reds we bowled over that day, by hell ! I was sight¬ 
ing for number one gun then.” Zakhar beat his fist hollowly 
against his broad chest. 

Gregor looked furtively around—some cossacks standing a little 
way off were staring at them, listening to their conversation. 
The corners of Gregor’s lips quivered, and he revealed his w'hite, 
sturdy teeth in an angry snarl. 

‘‘ You’re drunk ! ” he said in an undertone, through his 
clenched teeth. “ Go and sleep it off, and don’t talk so 
much 1 ” 

“ No, I’m not drunk,” the fuddled artilleryman shouted. 
“ Or maybe I’m drunk with misery ! I’ve come home, but it’s 
not life you live here, but bloody hell! The cossacks don’t live 
any more, and there aren’t any cossacks 1 Forty poods of grain 
they’ve requisitioned from me, and what d’you call that ? Did 
they sow it, that they have the right to take it away ? Do they 
know what makes the grain grow ? ” 

He stared with senseless, bloodshot eyes and suddenly, 
swaying, pawed Gregor, breathing heavy vodka fumes into 
his face. 

“ Why are you wearing trousers without stripes ? Have you 
signed on as a peasant ? We won’t let you ! My dear old Gregor 
Pantalievich ! We’ve got to fight again ! We’ll say, as we did 
last year : ‘ Down with the commune, but hurrah for the Soviet 
regime ! ’ ” 

Gregor roughly pushed him away, and muttered : 

Go home, you drunken swine ! Do you know what you’re 
saying ? ” 

Kramskov thrust out one hand, spreading out the tobacco- 
stained fingers, and mumbled : 

“ Excuse me if there’s something wrong. Excuse me, but I’m 
speaking sincerely to you, as to my commander. ... As to 
my own father commander : we’ve got to fight! ” 

Gregpr silently turned away and walked home across the 
square. The impression of this untimely meeting remained with 
him until the evening ; he recalled Kramskov’s drunken shouts, 
the cossacks’ sympathetic silence and smiles, and thought : ‘ But 
I must clear out quickly. No good will come of this. . . .’ 
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§ 3 § 

He was due to go to Vieshenska on the Saturday. Within 
three days he would have to leave his native village. But that 
was not to be : on Thursday night—he was already getting ready 
for sleep—someone knocked violently at the door. Aksinia went 
out into the porch. He heard her ask : “ Who^s there ? He 
did not catch the answer, but, moved by a vague feeling of anxiety 
he rose from the bed and went to the window. The latch rattled 
in the porch. The first to enter was Dunia. Gregor caught 
sight of her pale face and, even before he asked any questions, 
picked up his cap and greatcoat from the bench. 

“Brother. . . .’’ 

“ What is it ? ” he quietly asked as he thrust his arms into his 
greatcoat sleeves. 

Dunia hurriedly panted : 

“ Brother, clear out at once ! Four horsemen have arrived 
from Vieshenska. They^re sitting in the best room. . . . They 
talked in whispers, but I heard. ... I stood close to the door 
and heard everything. I heard Mikhail say you must be arrested. 

. . He’s telling them all about you. . . . Clear out! ” 

Gregor strode swiftly across to her, put his arms around her, 
and kissed her strongly on the cheek. 

“ Thank you, sister. Now go back, or they’ll notice you’ve 
come out. Good-bye I ” He turned to Aksinia. “ Bread ! 
Quick ! No, not a whole loaf, only the crust.” 

So his brief life of peace was at an end. . . . He acted as 
though in a battle, hurriedly yet confidently ; he went into the 
best room, cautiously kissed the sleeping children, then took 
Aksinia into his arms. 

“ Good-bye ! I’ll let you have news of myself soon. Prokhor 
will tell yoif. Look after the children. Fasten the door. If 
they knock, say I’ve gone to Vieshenska. Well, good-bye, and 
don’t grieve, Ksinia ! ” As he kissed her he felt the warm, salty 
moisture of tears on his lips. 

He had no time to comfort her and to listen to her helpless, 
broken words. He gently unfastened the arms embracing him, 
strode into the porch, listened, then threw the outside door wide 
open. The chilly wind blowing up from the Don lashed in his 
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face. For a second he closed his eyes, to get accustomed to the 
darkness. 

Aksinia heard the snow scrunching under Gregor’s feet. And 
every step drove a sharp pain into her heart. Then the sound of 
footsteps died away and the wattle-fence creaked. Everything 
grew quite still: only the wind howled in the forest beyond the 
Don. 

She tried to catch some sound through the roar of the wind, 
but she heard nothing. She suddenly felt cold. She went into 
the kitchen and put out the lamp. 
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CHAPTER I 
§i§ 

Late in the autumn of 1920, when, owing to the poor results 
achieved by the grain requisitioning policy, the Soviet govern¬ 
ment found it necessary to organize grain collection detachments, 
unrest broke out among the cossack population of the Don. 
Small armed bands sprang into existence in the Upper Don dis¬ 
tricts of Shumilinsk, Kazanska, Migulinsk, Mieshkovsky, Vie- 
shenska, Yelanska and elsewhere. These bands were the response 
of the richer section of the cossackry to the organization of grain 
collection detachments, and to the Soviet government’s increas¬ 
ingly strict measures to carry out the grain requisitioning policy. 

The majority of the bands, which consisted of anything from 
five to twenty men, were formed from local cossacks who were 
former active White Guards. They included men who during 
the years 1918 and 1919 had served in punitive detachments, 
non-commissioned officers and junior officers of the former Don 
Army who had evaded the Soviet September mobilization, insur¬ 
gents who had distinguished themselves by military exploits and 
the execution of Red Army prisoners during the previous year’s 
rising in the Upper Don area : in short, men who in no circum¬ 
stances could settle down under the Soviet regime. 

The bands fell upon the requisitioning detachments in the 
villages, turned back villagers’ wagons carrying grain to the 
collection points, killed communists and non-party cossacks 
devoted to the Soviet regime, and struggled to the best of their 
knowledge and power. 

The task of exterminating these bands was entrusted to a 
garrison battalion for the Upper Don region, stationed at Vie- 
shenska. But all the* attempts to destroy the bands scattered 
over the extensive Don territory proved unsuccessful, primarily 
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because the local inhabitants were s)nnpathetic to the rebels, 
supplied them with food, informed them of the movements of 
.the Red Army forces and also concealed them from pursuit. 
But in addition the battalion commander, Kaparin, a Social 
Revolutionary and former staff captain in the Tsarist army, was 
by no means anxious to see the elimination of the counter¬ 
revolutionary forces in his area and did all he could to hinder 
operations against them. Only occasionally, when driven into 
action by the chairman of the Party Regional Committee, did he 
make brief expeditions with his troops, quickly returning to 
Vieshenska on the pretext that he must not disperse his forces 
or talce imprudent risks, leaving Vieshenska and its regional 
organizations and warehouses without adequate defence. The 
battalion, which numbered some four hundred bayonets and 
fourteen machine-guns, performed garrison duties : the men 
guarded prisoners, brought water, chopped down trees in the 
forest and also, as part of their compulsory labour duty, collected 
gall nuts from oak trees, for the manufacture of ink. The bat¬ 
talion successfully supplied wood and ink to all the numerous 
regional organizations and offices, but meantime the number of 
small insurgent bands in the area was growing alarmingly. And 
not until December, when a considerable rising broke out in the 
Boguchar county of Voroniezh province, contiguous with the 
Upper Don region, was the timber-cutting and gall-nut-collecting 
perforce brought to an end. By order of the army commander 
of the Don province, the battalion, consisting of three companies 
and a machine-gun section, was sent, with the garrison cavalry 
squadron, the first battalion of the 12th grain-collecting regi¬ 
ment, and two small local defence detachments, to crush the 
rising. 

In a battle which was fought at the approaches to the village 
of Sukhoi Donietz, the Vieshenska squadron, commanded by 
Yakov Fomin, attacked the lines of insurgents on the flank, swept 
them away, put them to flight and sabred some 170 men in the 
pursuit, while losing only three men. With few exceptions 
every man in the squadron was a cossack, a native of the Upper 
Don area. In this fight they were once more faithful to the 
age-old cossack traditions : despite the protests of the two 
communists in the squadron, after the battle almost half the men 



3i8 the don flows home to the sea 

exchanged their old greatcoats and padded jackets for good 
sheepskins taken from the dead insurgents. 

A few days after the rising had been suppressed the squadron 
was recalled to Kazanska. Here Fomin rested from the burdens 
of military life, amusing himself to the best of his ability. An 
incorrigible woman-chaser, a merry and sociable cossack, he 
disappeared night after night, returning to his quarters only 
a little before dawn. When his men, with whom their com¬ 
mander was on familiar terms, saw Fomin in the street of an 
evening with his boots brilliantly polished, they exchanged know¬ 
ing winks and remarked : 

“ Well, so our stallion is off to the mares again ! Now he 
won’t come out till dawn ! ” 

Unknown to the squadron’s commissar and political instructor, 
Fomin was in the habit of visiting the quarters of certain cossacks 
with whom he was on good terms whenever they passed him 
the word that vodka was plentiful and a carousal was on the way. 
These visits occurred quite frequently. But soon the dashing 
commander grew bored and moody and almost entirely forgot 
his recent ways of finding amusement. He no longer cleaned his 
elegant legboots so diligently of an evening and did not bother 
to shave every day. He still occasionally dropped in for a drink 
at the quarters of fellow-villagers in the squadron, but he did not 
take any great part in the conversation. 

The change in Fomin’s behaviour coincided with a report 
which he received from Vieshenska : the Political Department 
of the Don Cheka briefly informed him that at Mikhailovka, in 
the neighbouring Ust-Miedvieditsa area, a garrison battalion, 
with its commander Vakulin, had revolted. 

Vakulin happened to be a regimental comrade and friend of 
Fomin’s. At one time they had served together in the insurgent 
Mironov corps, and together they had piled their arms when that 
force was surrounded by the Budionny cavalry. The friendly 
relations between Fomin and Vakulin had never been broken off, 
and only a little time before, at the beginning of September, 
Vakulin had visited Vieshenska. Even then he had ground his 
teeth and complained to his old friend about the ‘ domination 
of the commissars, who were ruining the farmers with their grain 
requisitioning and leading the country to perdition.’ In his 
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heart Fomin agreed with Vakulin’s views, but he conducted him¬ 
self discreetly, with a cunning which frequently served him in 
place of mother wit. Fomin was naturally cautious, never in 
a hurry and never committing himself immediately one way or 
another. But soon after he had learnt of the revolt of Vakulin’s 
battalion his habitual caution forsook him. One evening, 
immediately prior to the squadron’s departure for Vieshenska, 
a number of the cossacks gathered in the quarters of the troop 
commander Alferov. A great horse-bucket stood filled with 
vodka. An excited conversation went on around the table. 
Fomin, who was present at this drinking bout, listened in silence 
to the talk and as silently bailed out vodka from the bucket. 
But when one of the cossacks began to recall how they had gone 
into the attack close to Sukhoi Donietz, Fomin, thoughtfully 
twisting his moustache, interrupted him : 

“ We cut down the Ukrainians pretty well, boys, but let’s hope 
we ourselves shan’t be grieving before long. Supposing when 
we get back to Vieshenska we find the grain collection detach¬ 
ments have pumped all the grain out of our homes ? The 
Kazanska people are thoroughly angry with the grain detach¬ 
ments. They sweep the bottoms of the corn bins clean with 
brooms. ...” 

A hush fell over the room. Fomin looked at his men and 
said with a forced smile : 

‘‘ I was only joking. . . . Watch out, and don’t let your 
tongues wag, for the devil knows what a joke can sound like to 
others.” 


§ 2 § 

On his return to Vieshenska, Fomin, accompanied by half 
a troop of his cavalry, rode home to Rubiezhin village. He did 
not ride right into his yard but dismounted at the gate, flung the 
rein to one of his men, and strode into the hut. 

He nodded coldly to his wife, made a low bow to his 
mother and respectfully shook her hand, then embraced his 
children. 

“ But where’s father.? ” he asked, as he sat down on a stool 
and placed his sabre between his knees. 

“ Gone to the mill,” his mother answered. Glancing at her 
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son, she sternly ordered him : “ Take off your cap, you heathen 1 
Whoever sits under the ikon with his cap on ? Ah, Yakov, your 
head will be the death of you ! ” 

Fomin smiled forcedly and removed his cap, but made no 
attempt to take off his outdoor clothes. 

“ Why aren’t you taking off your coat ? ” his mother 
demanded. 

“ I’ve only ridden home for a minute or two on a visit. I never 
get time when on service. ...” 

** We know your service 1 ” the old woman said harshly, hint¬ 
ing at her son’s dissolute behaviour and his associations with 
women at Vieshenska. The rumours of his conduct had long 
been going the rounds of Rubiezhin. 

Fomin’s wife, a prematurely aged, pale-faced and down¬ 
trodden woman, glanced in alarm at her mother-in-law and went 
off to the stove. To do something to please her husband, to 
ingratiate herself with him and to win at least one gracious look, 
she took a rag from under the stove, went down on her knees 
and, bent double, set to work to clean off the thick mud clinging 
to his boots. 

“What fine boots you’ve got, Yasha! But they’re very 
muddy. I’ll get them clean for you. I’ll clean them till they 
shine,” she whispered almost inaudibly, not raising her head, 
crawling on her knees round her husband’s feet. 

He had not lived with her for years, and for years he had not 
had any feeling except a faint, contemptuous pity for this woman 
whom in his youth he had loved. But she had gone on loving 
him and forgave him everything, secretly lioping that he would 
come back to her sooner or later. For many long years she had 
carried on the farm, brought up the children, and had done all 
she could to please her capricious mother-in-law. All the burden 
of the field labour fell on her meagre shoulders. Excessive 
labour and an ailment which had afflicted her after the birth 
of their second child had sapped her strength more and more as 
the years passed. She had grown very thin. Her face had lost 
its bloom. Premature old age had thrown a spider-web of 
furrows over her cheeks. The expression of terrified humility 
which is found in the eyes of intelligent sick animals appeared 
in her eyes. She herself did not realize how swiftly she was 
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ageing, how her health was declining with every day, and she 
still clung to hope, and on the rare occasions when they met 
she gazed at her handsome husband with a timid love and 
admiration. 

Fomin stared down at his wife’s miserably bowed back and the 
gaunt, sharply outlined shoulder blades beneath her blouse, at 
her large, trembling hands diligently cleaning the mud from his 
boots, and thought : 

' She’s a beauty, and no mistake ! And that’s what I slept 
with at one time I But she’s aged terribly. How she has 
aged ! ’ 

“ That’s enough ! I’ll only get them muddy again,” he 
said in a tone of annoyance, freeing his foot from his wife’s 
hands. 

She painfully straightened her back and rose to her feet. 
A faint flush appeared on her yellow cheeks. There was such 
an expression of love and doglike devotion in her humid eyes 
as she looked at Fomin that he turned away and asked his 
mother : 

” Well, and how are you all getting on ? ” 

” Just the same,” the old woman replied morosely. 

“Has a grain collecting detachment been in the village? 

“ It rode off to Nizhni-Krivska only yesterday.” 

“ Did they take any grain from us ? ” 

“Yes. How much did they take, Davidka ? ” 

“ Grand-dad saw them, he knows. I think it was ten 
sacks.” 

“A . . . ah I ” Fomin rose, glanced curtly at his son, and 
adjusted his swordbelt. His face turned pale as he asked : 
“ Did you tell them whose grain they were taking ? ” 

The old woman waved her hand and smiled, not without a hint 
of malevolence : 

“ They don’t take much note of you ! Their commander 
said : ‘ Everybody without distinction has got to hand over their 
surplus grain. Even if he is Fomin, even if he’s the regional 
chairman himself, all the same we’re going to take the surplus 
grain.’ And with that they began to rummage in the cornbins.” 

I’ll deal with them, mother ! Til deal with them ! ” Fomin 
said thickly, and took a hurried leave of his family. 
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After this visit to his home he began discreetly to ascertain 
the feeling of the men in his squadron, and was easily enough 
convinced that the majority of them were dissatisfied with the 
grain requisitioning policy. Their wives and near and distant 
relations from the various villages and districts came on visits 
to them, and told of how the grain collecting detachments were 
carrying out searches and were collecting all the grain, leaving 
only enough for seed and food. As a result, at a garrison meeting 
held in Bazki at the end of January men of the squadron openly 
interrupted a speech by the regional military commissar Shakhaev. 
Shouts came from their ranks : 

Call off the requisitioning detachments 1 

“It’s time to finish taking our grain ! ’’ 

“ Down with the requisitioning commissars ! ” 

In reply the Red Army men of the garrison company 
shouted : 

“ Counter-revolutionaries ! ” 

“ Break up those swine and send them to different regiments I ’’ 

The meeting was long and stormy. One of the few com¬ 
munists in the garrison said anxiously to Fomin : 

You must say something, comrade Fomin ! Look at the 
game your squadron men are playing ! 

Fomin smiled beneath his moustache : 

“ But Fm a non-party man. D’you think they 41 pay any 
attention to me ” 

He did not break his silence, and left the meeting long before 
it ended. He went out together with the battalion commander 
Kaparin. On the way to Vieshenska they fell to talking about 
the situation which had arisen, and very quickly found a common 
language. A week later, during a talk in Fomin’s quarters 
Kaparin told him frankly : 

“ Either we act now, or we shall never act, get that clear, Yakov 
Yefimovich ! We must take advantage of the opportunity. It’s 
a very suitable moment. The cossacks will support us. You 
have great authority throughout the region. The people will 
never be in a more favourable mood. Why are you silent ? 
Make up your mind.” 

“ What have I got to make up my mind about ? ” Fomin 
slowly pronounced, drawling his words and looking from under 



THE FUGITIVE 


3^3 

his brows. The question’s already decided. Only, we must 
work out a plan, to be sure everything goes smoothly, so that 
there won’t be any mess-up. Let’s talk about that.” 

The suspicious friendship between Fomin and Kaparin did not 
go unnoticed. Several communists in the battalion organized 
a watch over them, and communicated their suspicions to 
Artemiev, the head of the Political Department, and to Shakhaev, 
the military commissar. 

‘‘ A startled raven’s afraid of a bush ! ” Artemiev said with 
a laugh. ‘‘ Kaparin’s a coward, do you think he’s likely to take 
any decisive step ? We’ll watch Fomin, we’ve had our eye on 
him for a long time now, only it’s doubtful whether Fomin him¬ 
self will dare to do anything. It’s all your imagination,” he 
concluded decisively. 

But it was now rather late to watch Fomin, for the conspirators 
had already come to an understanding. The rising was fixed 
to begin on March 12th at eight in the morning. It was agreed 
that on that day Fomin was to lead the squadron out for morn¬ 
ing exercises, in full fighting array. Then they would make a 
sudden attack on the machine-gun section stationed on the 
outskirts of Vieshenska, capture the guns, and afterwards assist 
the garrison company to carry out a ** purge ” of the regional 
organizations. 

Kaparin was uncertain whether all the battalion would sup¬ 
port him, and mentioned his doubts to Fomin. Fomin listened 
carefully, and said : 

“ So long as we can capture the machine-guns we’ll suppress 
your battalion in two twos.” 


§ 3 § 

The close watch kept on Fomin and Kaparin yielded no results. 
They met very rarely, and then only in connection with service 
matters, and not till the end of February did a patrol see them 
together in the street one night. Fomin was leading his saddled 
horse by the rein, Kaparin was walking beside him. When 
challenged, Kaparin answered ; ‘‘ Friend ! ” They turned into 
Kaparin’s quarters. Fomin tied his horse to the balustrade of 
the porch. They did not light a light in Kaparin’s room. Fomin 
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left at four in the morning, mounted his horse and rode to his 
quarters. That was all the patrol was able to establish. 

The regional military commander Shakhaev reported his sus¬ 
picions of Fomin and Kaparin in a code telegram to the Army 
Commander of the Don province. A few days later he received 
an answer from the commander, sanctioning the removal of 
Fomin and Kaparin from their posts and their arrest. ^ 

At a conference of the Bureau of the Regional Party Committee 
it was decided to inform Fomin that by an order of the regional 
military commissariat he had been recalled to Novocherkass and 
placed at the disposition of the Army commander, and that he 
was to hand over command of the squadron to his assistant, 
Ovchinnikov. The squadron was to be sent the same day to 
Kazanska, on the pretext that an armed band had arrived there, 
while the conspirators were to be arrested the next night. The 
decision to shift the squadron from Vieshenska was reached out 
of fear that it might revolt when it learned of Fominas arrest. 
The commander of the second company of the garrison battalion, 
a communist named Tkachenko, was instructed to warn the 
communist members of the battalion and the platoon com¬ 
manders of the possibility of a rising, and to hold the company 
and the machine-gun section in fighting order. 

Fomin was informed of the order for his recall next 
morning. 

“ All right, you take over the squadron, Ovchinnikov. Tm 
going to Novocherkass,” he said calmly. “ Do you want to go 
through the accounts ? ” 

Ovchinnikov, a non-party troop commander, w’ho had 
received no warning and had no suspicions, buried himself in 
the papers. 

Fomin took the opportunity to write a note to Kaparin : “We 
act to-day. I’ve been recalled. Get ready ! ” In the porch 
he handed the note to his orderly, and whispered : 

“ Put it in your cheek. Ride at a walking pace. Under¬ 
stand ? Ride to Kaparin at a walking pace. Hand the note to 
him and return here at once. If anyone stops you on the road, 
swallow it.” 

On receiving the order to lead the squadron to Kazanska 
district centre, Ovchinnikov paraded the cossacks on the 
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church square in readihess for the march. Fomin rode up 
to him : 

“ May I say good-bye to the squadron ? 

“ By all means ! Only get it over quickly, don’t hold us 
up.” 

Placing himself before the squadron, reining in his prancing 
horse, Fomin turned to the men: 

“ You all know me, comrades. You know what Fve always 
fought for. I’ve always been with you. But to-day I can’t 
accept a state of things in which the cossacks are being pillaged, 
when the men who grow the grain are being pillaged. And that 
is why I have been released from my command. And I know 
well what they intend to do to me. That is why I want to say 
good-bye to you. ...” 

For a second Fomin’s speech was interrupted by cries and 
uproar among the squadron. He stood in his stirrups, and 
sharply raised his voice : 

“ If you want to free yourselves of this pillaging, drive out the 
requisitioning detachments, kill the commissars like Shakhaev. 
They’ve come to the Don ...” 

His last words were drowned in the tumult. Waiting a 
moment, he sonorously gave the order : 

“ By the right in threes . . . right wheel . . . quick march 1 ” 

The squadron obediently carried out the command. Dumb¬ 
founded by this turn, Ovchinnikov rode up to Fomin and de¬ 
manded : 

“ Where are you going, comrade Fomin ? ” 

Without turning his head, Fomin jestingly answered : 

“ Just for a ride round the church.” 

Only then did Ovchinnikov take in the significance of all that 
had been occurring during tliose last few minutes. He rode 
his horse out of the file, being followed by the political instructor, 
the vice-commissar, and one man. Fomin noticed that they 
were missing only when they had gone a couple of hundred paces. 
Turning his horse, he shouted : 

'' Ovchinnikov, halt ! ” 

The four riders spurred their mounts out of their easy trot into 
a gallop. Clumps of half melting snow went flying in all direc¬ 
tions from the horses’ hoofs. Fomin gave the command ; 
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Weapons at the ready! Capture Ovchinnikov! First 
troop, after them ! ” 

A ragged volley of shots rang out. The sixteen men of the 
first troop dashed off in pursuit. Meantime Fomin split the rest 
of the squadron into two groups ; he sent one group, under 
Chumakov, the commander of the third troop, to disarm the 
machine-gun section, and himself led the rest towards the spot 
where the garrison company was stationed on the northern out¬ 
skirts of the village, in large stables. 

Firing in the air and waving their sabres, the first insurgent 
group galloped along the main street. They sabred four com¬ 
munists as they went, hurriedly formed up on the outskirts, and 
silently, without a cheer, charged into the attack against the Red 
Army men of the machine-gun section as they came running out 
of their quarters. 

The house in which the machine-gun section was quartered 
stood a little apart from the rest of the village. But only some 
two hundred paces separated it from the last houses. The 
cossacks were met by machine-gun fire at point-blank range, and 
at once turned back. Three of them were hit and bowled out 
of their saddles before they could reach the nearest lane. 

The attempt to take the machine-gunners by surprise had 
failed. The insurgents did not try again. The commander of 
the group led his men under cover ; without dismounting he 
warily peered around the corner of a stone-built shed and said : 

“ They’ve rolled out a couple more Maxims.” He wiped his 
sweaty brow with his fur cap and turned to the others : “ We’ll 
ride back, boys. Let Fomin capture the machine-gunners him¬ 
self. How many have we left lying on the snow . . . three ? 
Well, let him try his hand himself.” 

As soon as firing broke out in the eastern outskirts of the 
village the company commander Tkachenlco dashed out of his 
quarters, dressing as he went, and ran to the barracks. Some 
thirty Red Army men were already drawn up in rank outside. 
They greeted him with a rain of questions : 

“ Who’s shooting ? ” 

What’s up ? ” 

Without answering, he ordered the Red Army men w-ho came 
pouring out of the barracks to fall in also. Several communists. 
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workers in the regional organizations who had run to the barracks, 
also stood in the ranlc. Scattered rifle shots sounded in the 
village. Somewhere on the western outskirts there was the dull 
thud of a hand grenade. Seeing some fifty horsemen galloping 
with bared sabres tow’ards the barracks, Tkachenko unhurriedly 
drew his pistol out of its holster. In the ranks all talk died away 
and the men brought their rifles to the ready before he had time 
to give the order. 

“ But they’re our men coming 1 Look, there’s our bat¬ 
talion commander, comrade Kaparin ! ” one Red Army man 
shouted. 

Tearing along the street, the horsemen suddenly, as though 
by command, bent over the necks of their horses and galloped 
furiously towards the barracks. 

“Don’t let them come near ! ” Tkachenko shouted sharply. 

The volley which rang out drowned his voice. When the 
riders were still a hundred paces away from the serried rank of 
Red Army men four flew out of their saddles, and the others 
scattered in disorder and turned back. A rattle of shots cracked 
after them. One of the riders, evidently lightly wounded, fell 
from his saddle but held on to the rein. For twenty yards or 
so he was dragged by his galloping horse, then he jumped to his 
feet, clutched at a stirrup and the rear pommel of the saddle, and 
the next moment he was back in his seat. Pulling furiously on 
the reins, he turned his horse sharply as it galloped and vanished 
down the nearest lane. 


§ 4 § 

The men of the first troop vainly pursued Ovchinnikov, and 
returned to the village. A search for the commissar Shakhaev 
was also fruitless. He was neither in the deserted military com¬ 
missariat nor in his quarters. The moment he heard the sound 
of firing he rushed down to the Don, crossed over on the ice 
into the forest, thence to the village of Bazki, and the next day 
he was in the Ust-Khopersk district, a good forty miles from 
Vieshenska. 

The majority of the leading regional officials managed to get 
away in time. Nor was it safe to search for them, as the Red 
Army men of the machine-gun section had advanced with hand 
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machine-guns to the centre of Vieshenska and had covered all 
the streets leading to the main square. 

The men of the squadron abandoned the search, dropped 
down to the Don and rode to the church square where they had 
been taken over by Fomin. Soon all the men were assembled. 
They again fell in. Fomin gave orders for guards to be set, and 
for the others to go to their quarters, but to keep their horses 
saddled. 

Fomin, Kaparin and the troop commanders took counsel 
together in one of the houses on the outskirts. 

“ Everything’s lost ! ” Kaparin exclaimed in despair, dropping 
impotently on to a bench. 

“ Yes. We haven’t captured the district centre, so we shan’t 
be able to hold out here,” Fomin said quietly. 

“We must ride round the region, Yakov Yafimovich. What’s 
the point of our getting the wind up now } In any case we 
shan’t die before we’re dead. We’ll raise the cossacks, and then 
the district centre will be ours,” Chumakov proposed. 

Fomin stared at him without speaking and turned to Kaparin. 

“ Feeling down in the mouth, your Excellency ? Stop snivel¬ 
ling ! You may as well be hanged for a sheep as a lamb 1 We’ve 
begun together, now let’s carry on together. What do you 
think ? Should we withdraw from Vieshenska or try again ? ” 

Chumakov said sharply : 

“ Let others try ! I’m not going to face a machine-gun. 
That’s a hopeless game.” 

“I’m not asking you ! You shut up ! ” Fomin glanced at 
Chumakov, who turned his eyes away. 

After a moment Kaparin said : 

“Yes, of course, it’s senseless to try a second time now. 
They’ve got the superiority in weapons. They’ve got fourteen 
machine-guns, and we haven’t one. And they’ve got more men. 
. . . We must retire and organize the cossacks in a rising. 
While the Reds are being sent reinforcements the whole region 
will be in the grip of the revolt. That’s our only hope. There’s 
no other.” 

After a long silence Fomin said : 

“ Well, we’ll have to decide on that. Troop commanders ; 
Immediately check up on the equipment, and find out how many 
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cartridges each man has. Give the strict order that not a single 
cartridge is to be wasted. The first man who disobeys Til sabre 
myself. Tell the men that.*’ He was silent for a moment, then 
angrily banged his enormous fist down on the table. “ Ah, those 
damned machine-guns ! And it’s all your fault, Chumakov I 
If we’d managed to capture even four of them. . . . Now, of 
course, they’ll drive us out of the place. Well, disrhiss ! We’ll 
spend the night in Vieshenska, if we’re not driven out, and at 
dawn we’ll advance into the region. ...” 

The night passed quietly. At one end of Vieshenska were the 
men of the insurgent squadron, at the other the garrison battalion, 
with the communists and Young Communists who had joined it. 
Only two blocks of houses separated the enernies, but neither 
side dared to make a night attack. 

Next morning the squadron abandoned the village without 
a fight and made off in a south-easterly direction. 


CHAPTER 11 

§ I § 

For three weeks after Gregor had left home he lived in the 
village of Vierkhne Krivoi in Yelanska district, staying with 
a cossack acquaintance who had been his regimental comrade. 
Then he moved on to the village of Gorbatovsky, where he lived 
for more than a month with a distant relative of Aksinia’s. 

For days on end he remained in the best room, going out into 
the yard only at night. But this life was as bad as being in prison. 
He was downcast, oppressed by his inactivity. He was almost 
irresistibly drawn homeward, to his children, to Aksinia. Fre¬ 
quently during his sleepless nights he put on his greatcoat, firmly 
resolved to go back to Tatarsk. But each time he changed his 
mind and took off his coat again, throwing himself with a groan 
face downwards on the bed. This existence was trying him 
beyond endurance. The master, his host, who was Aksinia’s 
great-uncle, sympathized with him, but he could not keep such 
a lodger for ever. One evening after supper Gregor, who had 
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gone to his room, overheard the mistress asking in a voice thin 
with hatred : 

“ And when is all this to end ? 

“ All what ? What are you talking about ? the master 
answered in his deep voice. 

When are we going to get rid of this idle guzzler ? ” 

“ Hold your tongue ! ” 

“ I won’t! WeVe got so little grain left that it would make 
a cat weep, and yet you’re keeping and feeding this hunchbacked 
devil day after day. How long is this going on, I ask you ? And 
supposing the Soviet finds out ? They’ll take off our heads, and 
our children will be left orphans.” 

‘‘ Hold your tongue, Avdotia ! ” 

“ I won’t 1 We’ve got children to think of. We haven’t got 
more than twenty poods of grain left, and you’ve been feeding 
this drone ! What is he to you ? Your own brother } Your 
son-in-law’s father ? A cousin ? He’s not any near relation 
to you. So far as you’re concerned he’s first cousin jelly to 
second cousin water, and yet you’re keeping him, giving him 
food and drink. Ah, you bald-headed devil! Hold your 
tongue; don’t bark at me, or I’ll go to the Soviet myself to¬ 
morrow and tell them the sort of flower you’re in love with 
in this house ! ” 

Next day the master came into Gregor’s room and said, staring 
down at the floor : 

“ Gregor Pantalicvich I Think what you like, but you can’t 
stay here any longer. I respect you, and I knew your dead father 
and respected him. But it’s difficult for me to go on keeping 
you eating our victuals. And besides. I’m afraid the govern¬ 
ment might find out about you. I don’t want to lose my head 
through you. Forgive me, for Christ’s sake, but free us of 
yourself. ...” 

” Good ! ” Gregor said curtly. ” Thank you for giving me 
food and shelter. Thank you for everything. I can see for 
myself that I’m a burden to you, but where am I to go to ? All 
my paths are closed.” 

“ Go wherever you like.” 

“ All right 1 I’ll leave to-day. Thank you for everything. 
Artamon Vasilievich.” 
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** There’s nothing to thank me for.” 

I shan’t forget your kindness. Maybe I shall be able to do 
you a service some day.” 

Deeply moved, the master clapped Gregor on the back. 

“ Why talk about it ? So far as I’m concerned you could stay 
here for another couple of months. But the wife won’t allow 
it, she carries on at me every day, damn her ! I’m a cossack and 
you’re a cossack, Gregor Pantalievich ! You and I are both 
against the Soviet regime, and I’ll help you. You go to-day to 
the village of Yagodny ; my son’s father-in-law lives there, he’ll 
take you in. Tell him Artamon says he’s to take you in as if you 
were his own son, to feed you and keep you as long as he can. 
And he and I will settle accounts later. Only, you leave us this 
very day ! I mustn’t keep you here any longer, the wife’s the 
master in this house, and besides, I’m afraid the Soviet may find 
out. You’ve been able to stay here, Gregor Pantalievich, and 
we’ll call it enough. I’ve got some regard for my own head.” 

§ 2 § 

Gregor left the house late that night. But he had not reached 
the windmill standing on the hill above the village when three 
horsemen seemed to spring out of the earth and stopped him. 

“ Halt, you son of a bitch ! Who are you } ” 

Gregor’s heart beat violently. Without saying a word, he 
stopped. To run would have been madness. There was neither 
hole nor bush anywhere near the road, only the bare, empty 
steppe. He could not have gone two yards. 

“ A communist } Get back, damn you ! Now, quick ! ” 

Riding his horse at Gregor, a second man ordered him : 

“ Hands up ! Take them out of your pockets ! Out with 
them, or I’ll slash your head off! ” 

Gregor silently took his hands out of his greatcoat pockets, 
and, still not understanding what had happened and who these 
men were, he asked : 

“ Where am I to go ? ” 

“ To the village. Turn back ! ” 

A single horseman escorted him to the village ; the two others 
left them at the pasturage and rode off to the high rpad. Gregor 
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walked along without speaking. When he came to the road he 
slowed down his steps, and asked : 

“ Listen 1 Who are you ? 

“ Get on, get on ! No talking ! Put your hands behind you, 
d^you hear ? 

Gregor silently obeyed. But a little later he asked again : 
All the same, who are you } ” 

Greek Orthodox ! 

“ Fm not an Old Believer myself! 

“ Well, you can be glad you’re not! ” 

“ Where are you taking me to ? ” 

“To the commander. Get on, get on, you reptile, or I’ll . . .” 

The man gently pricked Gregor with the point of his sabre. 
The keen, cold steel stung his bare neck just between his great¬ 
coat collar and his fur cap, and for a moment a feeling of terror 
flared up like a spark within him, to be followed by impotent 
anger. Turning up his collar, half swinging round to glance at 
his convoy, he said through his teeth : 

“ Don’t play the fool, d’you hear ? Otherwise I may get that 
thing away from you. ...” 

“ Move on, you scum, and don’t talk ! I’ll get you away ! 
Hands behind you ! ” 

Gregor went on for a few paces in silence, then said : 

“ I’ll be quiet without your sw^earing at me. What a swine you 
are ! ” 

“ Don’t look back ! ” 

“I’m not looking back.” 

“ Hold your tongue and move quicker.” 

“ Perhaps you’d like me to run ? ” Gregor asked, brushing the 
clinging snowflakes from his eyelashes. 

Without answering, the escort touched up his horse. The 
animal’s chest, wet with sweat and the dampness of the night, 
jolted Gregor in the back; a hoof squelched into the thawing 
snow by his feet. 

“ Not so much of that! ” Gregor shouted, pushing his hand 
against the animal’s chest. 

The escort raised his sword to the level of his head, and said in 
a quiet tone : 

“You get on, you bitch’s bastard, and no talking, or I shan’t 
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take you all the way ! Fm rather quick at that sort of thing ! 
Shut up, and not a word more ! ” 

They went in silence as far as the village. By the first yard the 
escort reined in his horse, and said : 

“ Go through that gate ! 

Gregor passed through a gate which was standing wide open. 
In the heart of the yard he saw a spacious, sheet-iron-roofed 
house. Under the eaves of a shed horses were snorting and 
juicily chewing. Six or rpore armed men were hanging around 
the porch. The escort sheathed his sabre and said as he dis¬ 
mounted : 

“ Go into the house, straight along the passage, and the first 
door on the left. Get on and no looking round ! How many 
times have I got to tell you ? 

Gregor slowly went up the steps of the porch. By the balus¬ 
trade a man dressed in a long cavalry greatcoat and a Red Army 
cap was standing. He asked : 

“ Caught someone, then } ’’ 

Yes,’* the familiar, hoarse voice of Gregor’s convoy answered 
reluctantly. “ Caught him close to the windmill.” 

“ Who is he : the secretary of’the Party group } ” 

‘‘ The devil knows ! Some swine; but we’ll soon find out 
who he is ! ” 

‘ Either this is a White band, or the Vieshenska Chekamen are 
trying to be clever and are pretending to be Whites. I’m caught, 
like any mug ! ’ Gregor thought, deliberately hanging back in 
the porch, trying to collect his thoughts. 

The first man he saw when he opened the door was Fomin. 
He was sitting at a table, surrounded by a number of men dressed 
in military uniforms, all of them strangers to Gregor. Great¬ 
coats and sheepskins were flung in a disorderly heap on the bed, 
carbines were piled by the bench, and on the bench itself was 
a mixed array of sabres, bandoliers, saddlebags and wallets. 
The men, the greatcoats, the equipment all gave off the strong 
scent of horses’ sweat. 

Gregor removed his fur cap and quietly said : 

“ Hallo I ” 

“ Melekhov I Well, in very truth the steppe is broad, but the 
road is narrow. So fate has brought us together again ! Where 
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have you turned up from ? Take your coat off, come in and sit 
down.” Fomin rose from the table and went across to Gregor, 
holding out his hand. “ What were you doing hanging around 
here ? ” 

“ rd come to the village on business.” 

'' What business ? It's rather a long way for you to come.” 
Fomin stared at Gregor inquisitively. “ Tell the truth ! You 
were in hiding here, weren't you ? ” 

“ That's the whole truth,” Gregor answered, smiling forcedly. 

“ But where did my lads get hold of you ? ” 

“ Outside the village.” 

“ Where were you going ? ” 

“ I was following my nose.” 

Fomin again stared closely into Gregor’s eyes and smiled. 

“ I can see you're thinking we've caught you to carry you off 
to Vieshenska ! No, brother, that road is blocked to us. Don’t 
be afraid ! We've finished serving the Soviet regime. We 
couldn’t settle down to live with it.” 

“ W^e've had a divorce,” an elderly cossack smoking by the 
stove said in a deep voice. 

One of the men sitting at the table burst into a loud laugh. 

Haven’t you heard anything about me } ” Fomin asked 
Gregor. 

“ No.” 

” Well, sit down at the table, and we'll talk. Cabbage soup 
and meat for our guest ! ” 

Gregor did not believe a word Fomin had said. Pale and 
restrained, he took off his coat and sat down. He wanted a 
smoke, but he remembered that he had not had any tobacco for 
the last two days. 

” Have you got anything to smoke ? ” he asked Fomin. 

Fomin complaisantly held out his leather cigarette-case. It 
did not escape his notice that as Gregor took the cigarette his 
hands trembled, and Fomin smiled-again in his curling, ruddy 
moustache. 

“ We’ve risen against the Soviet regime. We're for the people 
and against grain requisitioning and the commissars. They've 
made fools of us for a long time, but now we'll make fools of 
them. D'you understand, Melekhov } ” 



THE FUGITIVE 


335 

Gregor said nothing. He smoked, taking hurried draws at his 
cigarette. His head began to swim and a feeling of nausea rose 
in his throat. He had been living on poor food during the past 
month, and only now did he feel how weak he had grown. Put¬ 
ting out his cigarette, he greedily set to work on the food. Fomin 
briefly told him about the rising and the first days of their wander¬ 
ings about the region, magniloquently calling these wanderings 
a “ raid.” Gregor listened in silence and swallowed down 
bread and the greasy, badly-cooked lamb stew almost without 
chewing. 

“ But you’ve grown thin while you’ve been enjoying 
other people’s hospitality 1 ” Fomin said with a benevolent 
laugh. 

Hiccuping in his satiation, Gregor snorted : 

“ I haven’t been living with my mother-in-law ! ” 

“ I can sec that. Eat up, stuff as much as you can into your¬ 
self. We’re not niggardly masters ! ” 

“ Thank you. Now I’d like a smoke.” Gregor took the 
cigarette offered him, went to a pot standing on a bench and, 
taking the wooden mug, bailed up some water. It was icy cold 
and slightly salt to the taste. Fuddled by his heavy meal, he 
greedily drank two large mugfuls of water, then began to enjoy his 
cigarette. 

“ The cossacks aren’t making us too welcome ! ” Fomin con¬ 
tinued his story, seating himself beside Gregor. “ They were 
badly shaken up during the rising last year... .’ . Still, we’ve got 
some volunteers. About forty men have joined us. But that 
isn’t what we’re after. What we’re after is to raise the whole 
region, and for the neighbouring regions, Khopersk and Ust- 
Miedvieditsa, to help too. And then we’ll have a heart to heart 
talk with the Soviet regime 1 ” 

A noisy conversation was going on at the table. While Gregor 
listened to Fomin he furtively examined his companions. Not 
one familiar face ! He still did not believe Fomin, but thought 
he was being cunning ; and he discreetly held his peace. But 
he could not remain silent all the time I 

“ If you’re serious in what you say, comrade Fomin, what is 
it you want ? To start a new war ? ” he asked, trying to resist 
the drowsiness which was overcoming him. 
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“ Fve already told you about that.*’ 

“You want to change the government ? “ 

“ Yes.’’ 

“ And what sort do you want to put in its place ? ” 

“ Our ov/n cossack government.” 

“ A government of atamans ? ” 

“ Well, we’ll wait a bit before we talk about the atamans ! 
The government the people choose is the one we’ll set up. But 
that isn’t an urgent question ; my j4)b is to destroy the com¬ 
missars and communists, and Kaparin, my chief of staff, will tell 
you all about the government. He’s my brains where that 
question’s concerned. He’s a brainy man, and educated.” 
Fomin bent towards Gregor and whispered : “ He’s a former 
staff captain of the Tsarist army I A clever fellow ! He’s asleep 
in the other room at the moment: he’s not too well, probably 
through not being used to this sort of life. We’ve been making 
some long marches.” 

In the porch there was a sudden uproar, the stamping of feet, 
a groan, a quiet scuffling and a muffled shout ; “ Give it him ! ” 
The talk at the table immediately died away. Fomin looked 
expectantly at the door. It was flung open. A billowing white 
cloud of vapour poured into the room. Driven forward by a 
resounding blow on the back, a tall, bareheaded man in a quilted 
khaki jacket and grey felt boots took several impetuous, stum¬ 
bling paces and struck his shoulder hard against the ledge of the 
stove. From the porch came a cheerful shout, before the door 
was slammed ; 

“ Here’s one more for you ! ” 

Fomin rose and adjusted the belt around his tunic. 

Who are you .? ” he asked authoritatively. 

Panting, the man in the quilted jacket passed his hand over 
his hair, tried to wriggle his shoulders, and frowned with pain. 
He had been struck on the spine with something heavy, probably 
a rifle butt. 

“ Can’t you speak ? Have you lost your tongue ? Who are 
you, I asked.” 

“ A Red Army soldier.” 

“ From what force } ” 

“ The Twelfth Grain Requisitioning regiment.” 
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“ Aha, this is a find 1 one of the men sitting at the table 
declared with a smile. 

Fomin continued the examination : 

“ What were you doing here ? ” 

“We were trying to hold ... we were sent ...” 

“ Of course ! How many of you were there in the village } ” 

“ Fourteen.” 

“ Where are the others } ” 

The Red Army man did jiot answer ; he had difficulty in open¬ 
ing his lips. A bubbling noise came from his throat, a thin 
stream of blood flowed out of the left corner of his mouth and 
over his chin. He wiped his lips with his hand, looked at his 
palm and wiped it on his trousers. 

“ That’s your swine . . .” he said in a gurgling voice, swallow¬ 
ing his blood. “ They’ve injured my lungs. . . .” 

“ Never you fear ! We’ll get you well ! ” a stocky cossack said 
jestingly, rising from the table, and winking at the others. 

“ Where are the rest of you } ” Fomin asked again. 

“ Gone to Yelanska with the baggage train.” 

“ And where are you from ? In what district were you 
born ? ” 

The man looked at Fomin with feverishly glittering blue eyes, 
spat out a clot of blood on to the floor, and answered in a clear, 
resonant bass : 

“ Pskov province,” 

“ We’ve heard of that place 1 ” Fomin said with a sneer. 
“ You’ve come a long way for other people’s grain, my lad ! 
Well, no more talk ! What are we to do with yo\i, eh ” 

“You must release me.” 

“ You’re a simple sort, my lad ! But maybe we will release 
you. What do you say, boys } ” Laughing in his moustache, 
Fomin turned to the men sitting at the table. 

Gregor, who had been watching closely, saw quiet, understand¬ 
ing smiles on the brown, weatherbeaten faces. 

“ He can serve with us for a couple of months, and then we’ll 
let him go home to his wife,” one of the men said. 

“ Maybe you will serve with us ? ” Fomin asked, vainly trying 
to hide his smile. “ We’ll give you a horse and saddle, and 
instead of your felt boots you shall have new legboots with 
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shaped calves. . . . Your commanders don’t fit you out very 
well. D’you call that footwear ? There’s a thaw outside, and 
you’re going about in felt boots ! Will you join us ” 

“ He’s a peasant; he’s never ridden horseback in his life ! ” 
one of the cossacks lisped in a falsetto voice, pretending to be 
a halfwit. 

The Red Army man was silent. He leaned his back against 
the stove, looking about him with eyes that had grown clear and 
bright. From time to time he frowned with pain, gaping when 
he found it difficult to get his breath. ' 

‘‘ Will you join us, or what ? ” Fomin asked again. 

“ But who are you ? ” 

Who are we ? ” Fomin raised his eyebrows and stroked his 
whiskers with his palm. ‘‘ We’re fighters for the toiling people. 
We’re against the oppression of the commissars and communists, 
that’s who we are.” 

Then Gregor suddenly saw a smile on the man’s face. 

“ So that’s who you are. . . . I was wondering who you could 
be,” The prisoner smiled, revealing teeth stained with blood, 
and he spoke as though he were pleasantly surprised by the news 
he had heard. But in his voice there was also a note which 
caused everybody in the room to prick up his ears. “ So you 
call yourselves fighters for the people ? M’yes ! But in our 
language you’re just bandits. And you want me to serve you ? 
You’re joking, simply joking.” 

“ You’re a bit of a wag too, I can see that! ” Fomin screwed 
up his eyes and curtly asked : 

“ A communist ? ” 

‘‘ No, of course not. I’m non-party.” 

‘‘You don’t sound like it.” 

“ On my word I’m non-party.” 

Fomin cleared his throat and turned to the table : 

“ Chumakov ! Put him out I ” 

“ It’s not worth while killing me. Not at all,” the man said 
quietly. / 

The only answer was a silence. Chumakov, a well-built, 
handsome cossack in an English leather jerkin, unwillingly rose 
from the table, smoothing his already sleek blond hair. 

“I’m fed up with this duty,” he said boldly, taking his sabre 
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from the heap flung down on the bench, and trying the blade 
with his thumb. 

“ You haven't got to do it yourself. Tell the boys in the yard," 
Fomin counselled him. 

Chumakov coldly ran his eyes over the prisoner from head to 
foot, and said : 

“ Go in front, my boy ! " 

The Red Army man staggered away from the stove, huddled 
into himself and slowly went towards the door, leaving the damp 
traces of his \yet felt boots on the floor. 

“He might have wiped his boots when he came in ! You 
turn up, leave the marks of your feet all over the place, and 
make the floor muddy . . . what a dirty beast you are, brother ! " 
Chumakov said with feigned annoyance as he followed the 
prisoner. 

‘‘Tell them to take him into the lane, or into the threshing- 
floor. It mustn’t be done close to the house, or the masters will 
be upset ! ’’ Fomin shouted after him. 

He went across to Gregor, sat down beside him, and asked: 

“ We give them a short trial, don’t we ? ’’ 

“ Yes,’’ Gregor answered, avoiding his eyes. 

Fomin sighed. 

“ It can’t be helped. That’s how it’s got to be now.’’ He 
was about to say something more, but there was a noisy tramping 
of feet in the porch, someone shouted, and a single shot cracked 
resonantly. 

“ May the devil torment them out there ! ’’^ Fomin exclaimed 
in an angry tone. 

One of the men sitting at the table jumped up and kicked the 
door open. “ What’s happening out there } ’’he shouted into the 
darkness. 

Chumakov came in and excitedly reported : 

“ He proved to be quite smart! What a devil for you I He 
jumped from the top step and ran. I had to waste a cartridge on 
him. The boys outside are finishing him off. ..." 

“ Tell them to drag him out of the yard into the lane." 

“ I’ve told them already, Yakov Yafimich." 

The room was quiet for a moment. Then someone asked, 
stifling a yawn ; 
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“ What's the weather like, Chumakov ? Is it clearing 
up?" 

“ It’s cloudy.” 

“If it rains it’ll wash the last snow away.” 

“ But what do you want it to rain for ? ” 

“ I don’t want it to. I’ve no desire to go squelching through 
mire.” 

Gregor went to the bed and picked up his cap. 

“ Where are you going ? ” Fomin asked. 

“To get a breath of air.” 

He went out on to the porch. The moon was shining dimly 
through cloud. The spacious yard, the roofs of the sheds, the 
summits of the poplars, the horses standing covered with horse¬ 
cloths at the tetherposts, were all illumined with the translucent, 
dove-blue light of midnight. Several yards from the porch lay 
the Red Army man, his head in a faintly gleaming puddle of 
thaw-water. Three cossacks were bent over him, talking quietly 
as they did something to him. 

“He’s still breathing, by God ! ” one of them said in a vexed 
tone. “ What did you kill him like that for, you clumsy devil ? 
I told you to aim at his head. Ah, you unsalted soup ! ” 

A hoarse-voiced cossack, the same man who had brought in 
Gregor, answered : 

“ He’ll peg out! He’ll give one belch and peg out! But 
lift his head up ! I can’t get the coat off anyhow. Lift him by 
the hair. That’s right! And now hold him.” 

Gregor heard the splash of water. One of the men standing 
over the prisoner straightened up. The hoarse-voiced cossack, 
who was squatting down, grunted as he pulled the quilted jacket 
off the body. A moment or two later he said : 

“ I’ve got a light hand, and that’s why he didn’t snuff out at 
once. When I was at home if we happened to be slaughtering 
a boar . . . Hold him up, don’t let him drop } Oh, damn it 1 
As I was saying. I’d start to slaughter the boar, and I’d slash him 
right across the throat. I’d drive the knife right into his neck, 
and even then the damned animal would get up and walk about 
the yard. And he’d go on walking for quite a long time after I 
Streaming with blood he’d be, but he’d still go on living. So 
I must have a light hand. Well, drop him. . , . Is he still 
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breathing ? You don’t say ! Yet my sabre split his skull almost 
to his brain ! ” 

The third man spread out the dead man’s jacket over his out¬ 
stretched arm, and said : 

“ We’ve stained the left side with blood. . . . It’s sticking 
to my hands ! Pah, the filth ! ” 

“ It’ll wipe off. It isn’t grease,” the hoarse-voiced man said, 
and squatted down again. It’ll wipe off, or wash off at any 
rate. It isn’t serious.” 

“ Now what are you going to do : thinking of taking his 
trousers off too } ” the first cossack asked discontentedly. 

The hoarse-voiced man sharply answered : 

“If you’re in a hurry or want to go to the horses we’ll manage 
here without you. We can’t let good things go begging.” 

Gregor turned on his heel and went back into the house. 

Fomin welcomed him with a swift, appraising glance, and rose. 

“ Let’s go into the other room and talk ; there’s too much row 
going on here,” he proposed. 

The spacious, warmly-heated room stank of mice and hemp- 
seed. A small man in a khaki tunic was sleeping stretched out 
on the bed. His thin hair was dishevelled and sprinkled with 
fluff and tiny feathers. He lay with his cheek pressed against 
the ticking of a dirty pillow. The lamp hanging from the ceiling 
lit up his pale, long, unshaven face. 

Fomin awakened him, and said : 

“ Get up, Kaparin ! We’ve got a guest. This is Gregor 
Melekhov, a friend and a former company commander.” 

Kaparin hung his legs over the edge of the bed, wiped his 
face with his sleeve and got up. He shook Gregor’s hand, 
making a slight bow. 

“ Very pleased to meet you. I’m staff-captain Kaparin.” 

Fomin affably pushed a chair across to Gregor and seated 
himself on a chest. He must have realized from Gregor’s face 
that the murder of the prisoner had had a depressing effect on 
him, for he said : 

“ You mustn’t think we treat all our prisoners so sternly. 
That fellow was a member of a grain collecting detachment. 
And we’re not going to let such men go, or commissars either. 
. . . But we spare others. Yesterday we captured three militia- 

M 
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men. We took their horses, saddles and equipment and set 
them free. There’s no point in killing them.” 

Gregor was silent. His hands resting on his knees, he was 
thinking his own thoughts, and he heard Fomin’s voice as though 
in his sleep. 

"... and so we’re fighting, as you can see,” Fomin went on. 

But we think we’ll raise the cossacks all the same. The Soviet 
regime must die. By all the signs there’s war going on every¬ 
where. Everywhere there are risings : in Siberia, and in the 
Ukraine, and even at Petrograd. The whole of the fleet has 
revolted in that fortress . . . what’s it called ...” 

“ Kronstadt,” Kaparin prompted him. 

Gregor raised his head, looked at Fomin with vacant, appar¬ 
ently unseeing eyes and shifted his gaze to Kaparin. 

“ Have a smoke.” Fomin held out his cigarette-case. “ Well, 
and so Petrograd has been captured and they’re getting near 
Moscow. There’s the same tune being played everywhere. 
And there’s no reason why we should be dozing ! We’ll raise 
the cossacks, sweep away the Soviet regime, and if the Cadets 
give us any support then our affairs will go well. Let their 
educated people set up a government, and we’ll help them.” He 
was silent for a moment, then asked : " What do you think, 
Melekhov ? If the Cadets drive hard from the Black Sea and we 
unite with them, they’ll give us credit for the fact that we were 
the first to rise in the rear of the Reds, won’t they ? Kaparin 
says of course they will. For instance, surely they won’t hold 
it against me that I led the 28th regiment away from the front 
in 1918 and served the Soviet government for a couple of years ? ” 

‘ So that’s what you’re aiming at 1 You’re a fool, but a cun¬ 
ning one! ’ thought Gregor, involuntarily smiling. Fomin 
awaited his answer. Evidently he was seriously concerned with 
this problem. Gregor reluctantly said : 

" That’s a long story.” 

" Of course, of course,” Fomin willingly agreed. " We shall 
see better later. But now we must act, we must smash the 
communists in their rear. In any case we shan’t allow them to 
live ! They’ve put their infantry on wagons and are thinking of 
chasing after us. Let them try. While cavalry is being sent 
to their aid we’ll turn the entire region upside down.” 
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Gregor again gazed down at his feet, thinking. Kaparin 
excused himself and lay down on the bed. 

‘‘ I get very tired. We make such mad marches and get little 
sleep,’’ he said, smiling faintly. 

“ It’s time we went to bed too.” Fomin rose and dropped 
his heavy hand on Gregor’s shoulder. ‘‘ You were wise, Melek- 
hov, to listen to my advice that day in Vieshenska. If you hadn’t 
hidden they’d have been on your tail 1 You’d have been lying 
now in Vieshenska, and your nails would have been rotting. 
I can see that as plain as a pikestaff. Well, what have you 
decided ? Speak up, and then let’s get to bed.” 

“ What am I to speak about ? ” 

“ Will you join us, or what ? You can’t spend all your life 
hiding in other people’s houses.” 

Gregor had been expecting this question. Now he must 
make his choice : to go on wandering from village to village, 
living a hungry, homeless life and succumbing to a numb longing, 
until the master betrayed him to the authorities; or to go to 
the Political Department and submit; or to join Fomin. And 
he made his choice. For the first time that evening he looked 
straight into Fomin’s face and said, twisting his lips into a 
smile : 

“ I’ve got as much choice as the hero has in the fairy-story : 
ride to the left and you’ll lose your horse, ride to the right and 
you’ll be killed. I’ve got three roads, and not one of them goes 
my way. ...” 

“ You make your choice without any telling of fairy-stories. 
We’ll tell the fairy-stories after.” 

“ I’ve got nowhere to go to, so I’ve chosen already.” 

“ Well ? ” 

“ I’ll join your band.” 

Fomin knitted his brow discontentedly, and bit his moustache. 

“You drop that word ! Why call it a band ? That’s what 
the communists call us, but it’s not for you to use the word. 
We’re simply men who have revolted against the regime. Short 
and clear ! ” 

His dissatisfaction was only momentary. He was obviously 
delighted with Gregor’s decision and could not conceal the fact. 
Animatedly rubbing his hands, he said : 
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** That’s one more for our regiment! D’you hear, staff cap¬ 
tain ? We’ll give you a troop, Melekhov, or if you don’t want 
to command a troop you can be in the staff with Kaparin. I’Jl 
let you have my own horse. I’ve got a spare mount.’’ 


CHAPTER III 

§i§ 

TOWARDS DAWN a light frost set in. The puddles were filmed 
with dove-blue ice. The snow turned rough and crunched 
resonantly. The horses’ hoofs left uncertain, crumbling, round 
imprints on the granular snowy pall, and where the previous 
day’s thaw had eaten at the snow, the bare earth with the dead 
last year’s grass nestling against it was only slightly marked by 
the hoofs and gave way with a faint crack. 

Fomin’s band drew up in a column outside the village. Far off • 
along the road the six horsemen of the advance reconnaissance 
patrol were occasionally to be seen. 

“ There’s my army ! ” Fomin said with a smile, riding up 
to Gregor. ‘‘We could smash the devil himself with such 
lads ! ” 

Gregor ran his eyes over the column, and mournfully thought: 

‘ If you and your army were to run up against my Budionny 
squadron we’d turn you into a heap of bones in half an 
hour! ’ 

Fomin pointed with his whip, and asked : 

“ What do you think of them ? ” 

“Not bad for killing prisoners and not bad for stripping the 
dead, but I don’t know what they’d be like in a fight,” Gregor 
answered drily. 

Turning in his saddle with his back to the wind, Fomin lit 
a cigarette and said : 

“ You’ll get a chance of seeing them in a fight too. Most 
of my men are regular soldiers, and they don’t let you 
down.” 

Six pair-horsed wagons loaded with ammunition and supplies 
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were placed in the middle of the column. Fomin galloped to 
the front and gave the order to advance. On the rise he rode up 
to Gregor again, and asked : 

“ Well, how’s my horse ? To your liking ? ” 

“ He’s a good horse.” 

They rode along for some time in silence, stirrup to stirrup, 
then Gregor asked : 

” Are you thinking of going through Tatarsk ? ” 

“ Wanting to see your people ? ” 

” I’d like to visit them.” 

We may do. At the moment I’m thinking of turning towards 
the Chira, to jolt and shake up the cossacks a bit.” 

But the cossacks were not very willing to be ** shaken up.” 
Gregor became convinced of that in his first few days with the 
band. When they occupied a village or district centre Fomin 
gave orders for a citizens’ meeting to be held. Usually he himself 
did the speaking, but sometimes Kaparin took his place. They 
ordered the cossacks to arms, talked of the ‘‘ burdens ” which 
had been laid on grain growers by the Soviet regime, of the 
‘ final ruin which will inevitably result if the Soviet government 
isn’t overthrown.’ Fomin spoke, not so grammatically and 
coherently as Kaparin, but more expansively and in a language 
which the cossacks understood. He usually ended his speech 
with set, memorized phrases :■» ‘ From to-day on we free you 
from grain requisitioning. Don’t cart any more grain to the 
collection points. It’s time to stop feeding the communist 
drones. They’ve grown fat on your grain, but that foreign 
domination has ended. You are free people. Arm yourselves 
and support our regime. Hurrah, cossacks ! ’ 

The cossacks stared down at the ground and were morosely 
silent; but the women gave rein to their tongues. Venomous 
questions and shouts came from their massed ranks ; 

” Your regime sounds all right, but have you brought us any 
soap ? ” 

“ Where do you keep your government, in your saddle¬ 
bags ? ” 

” But whose grain are you living on ? ” 

‘‘ I suppose you’ll be going from yard to yard to beg^in a 
minute ? ” 
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** They’ve got swords ! They’ll start cutting off the chickens’ 
heads without asking permission ! ” 

“ It’s all very well telling us not to cart our grain. But you’re 
here to-day, and to-morrow there’ll be no finding you even with 
hounds, while we’ll have to answer for it.” 

“ We won’t let you have our husbands. You do your own 
fighting ! ” 

And much else did the women shout in their great obduracy, 
for during the years of war they had grown fanatical in all their 
behaviour, were afraid of a new war, and clung to their husbands 
with the obstinacy of despair. 

Fomin listened unconcernedly to their incoherent shouts. 
He knew their value. He waited until there was silence, and 
turned to the cossacks. And then they answered briefly and 
soberly : 

“ Don’t oppress us, comrade Fomin ; we’ve had enough of 
fighting.” 

“ We’ve tried it, we rose in 1919.” 

“ We haven’t got anything to revolt with, and there’s no point 
in it. We haven’t any need for it at the moment.” 

“It’s getting near time for sowing and not fighting.” 

One day someone shouted from the back of the crowd : 

“ You’re talking sweetly enough now ! But where were you 
in 1919, when we did rise ? You’ve thought better of it rather 
late, Fomin ! ” 

Gregor saw Fomin’s face change, but the commander retained 
control of himself and made no answer. 

During the first week Fomin generally listened quite calmly to 
the cossacks’ objections at the meetings, and to their curt refusal 
to support his actions ; even the women’s shouts and curses did 
not upset his equanimity. “ All right, we’ll get them,” he said 
arrogantly, smiling in his moustache. But when he became con¬ 
vinced that the great mass of the cossack population was not 
friendly towards him he completely changed in his attitude to 
those who spoke at the meetings. And now he talked without 
dismounting from his horse, and did not so much argue as 
threaten. But the result was the same : the cossacks on whom 
he had counted for support listened to him in silence, and as 
silently began to disperse. 
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§ 2 § 

At one of the villages, after Fomin had spoken, a cossack widow 
made a speech in answer. A big woman, corpulent and kige- 
boned, she spoke in an almost masculine voice and swung her 
arms violently, like a man. Her broad, heavily pockmarked face 
was expressive of angry determination, her large, thick, pouting 
lips were continually twisted in a contemptuous sneer. Pointing 
her swollen red hand in the direction of Fomin, who was sitting 
stonily in his saddle, she seemed almost to spit out the venomous 
words : 

“ What are you causing trouble here for ? Where do you 
want to drive our cossacks to, into what hole ? Hasn’t this 
accursed war widowed enough of our women } Hasn’t it 
orphaned enough of our children ? Are you calling down new 
woes on our heads ? And who is this Tsar-liberator that’s 
turned up from the village of Rubiezhin ? You should put your 
own house in order, and make an end to your own ruin, and 
then you could teach us how to live and what regime to accept 
and what not ? For in your own home your own wife can^t get 
free of the collar, we know that very well! But you’ve fluffed 
up your moustache and are riding about on a horse, upsetting 
the people. Yet on your own farm, if the wind didn’t hold 
your hut up it would have fallen down long ago. A fine 
teacher you are ! What are you silent for, you ginger-nob ? 
Is it lies I’m telling ? ” 

A quiet laugh ran through the crowd. It rustled like a wind, 
and died away. Fomin's left hand, lying on the saddle-bow, 
slowly fingered the reins ; his face darkened with restrained 
anger. But he remained silent, trying to think of a dignified 
way out of his awkward position. 

“ And what is this government of yours, that you call on us to 
support it ” the widow continued energetically, working herself 
up into a rage. 

She put her arms akimbo and slowly made towards Fomin, 
swinging her broad haunches. The crowd opened a way for her, 
hiding their smiles, drooping their laughing eyes. They cleared 
a ring as though for a dance, jostling one another. 

Your regime won’t remain one moment on the earth after 
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you’ve gone,” the widow said in her low, deep voice. ” It drags 
after you, and never lives more than an hour in any one spot. 
‘ To-day on your horse, and to-morrow on your belly in the 
mud,’ that’s who you are, and your regime’s the same.” 

Fomin violently kicked his heels into his horse’s sides, and 
rode the animal into the crowd. The people fell back in all 
directions. Only the widow was left in the middle of a great 
ring. She had seen many things in her time, and so she stared 
calmly at the snarling teeth of Fomin’s horse, at Fomin’s white, 
infuriated face. 

Riding his horse at her, he raised his whip high above her 
head. 

“ Hold your mouth, you speckled carrion I What are you 
carrying on agitation here for ? ” 

Held high by the rein, the horse’s muzzle with its bared teeth 
hung right above the fearless woman’s head. A pale-green clot 
of foam flew from the bit and fell on her kerchief, and from it to 
her cheek. She swept it away with her hand, and fell back a 
step. 

“ So you can speak, and we mustn’t ? ” she shouted, gazing 
at Fomin with dilated, furiously glittering eyes. 

Fomin did not strike her. Shaking his whip, he roared : 

You Bolshevik infection I I’ll thrash all the stupidity out 
of you ! I’ll give orders for your skirt to be pulled up over your 
head and for you to be beaten with ramrods. Then you’ll grow 
wise in less than no time 1 ” 

The widow fell back another couple of steps and, unexpectedly 
turning her back on Fomin, stooped to the ground and threw 
up the back edge of her skirt. 

“ Haven’t you ever seen anything like that before, Anika the 
warrior ? ” she shouted and, straightening up with amazing 
agility, she again turned to face Fomin. “ Me ? Whip me ? 
You haven’t got a ring in your snout! ” 

Fomin spat furiously and drew on the reins, holding in his 
backstepping horse. 

“ Shut your mouth, you foalless mare ! Are you so glad 
you’ve got so much meat to your carcass ? ” he said in a 
loud voice, and turned his horse round, vainly trying to 
look stern. 
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A muffled, stifled laughter ran through the crowd. To save 
his commander's insulted honour one of Fomin's men ran up to 
the widow, swinging the butt of his carbine. But a healthy- 
looking cossack a couple of heads taller than he shielded the 
woman with his own broad shoulders, and quietly but promisingly 
said : 

None of that! " 

Three other villagers also swiftly came up and pushed the 
widow back. One of them, a youngster with bristling hair, 
whispered to the Fomin man : 

‘‘ What are you swinging your rifle for, eh ? It's easy enough 
to kill a woman ! You go and show your pluck out in the fields, 
we can all be brave in the backyards ! " 

Fomin rode off at a walking pace to the fence, then stood in his 
stirrups. 

Cossacks 1 Think it over well I " he cried, addressing the 
slowly dispersing crowd. “ We're asking you decently enough 
now, but we'll be back in a week, and then we'll talk in a different 
language ! " 

For some reason his mood had changed to one of merriment, 
and, laughing, holding in his prancing horse, he shouted : 

** We're not cowards ! You can't frighten us with women's 
. , . arses ! We've seen them pockmarked, and with all sorts 
of other marks. We'll come back, and if none of you joins our 
detachments voluntarily we shall mobilize all the young cossacks 
by force ! Understand that I We haven’t got time to cuddle 
you and gaze into your eyes ! ” 

Laughter and animated conversation arose among the crowd, 
which had halted for a moment. Still smiling, Fomin gave the 
order : 

‘‘ To horse ! " 

Livid with suppressed laughter, Gregor rode off to his 
troop. 

Extended along the miry road, the Fomin detachment rode 
over the top of the rise, and the inhospitable village was concealed 
from sight. But Gregor still smiled from time to time as he 
thought: ‘It's a good thing we cossacks like our fun. Jokes 
are more frequent guests with us than sorrow, and God grant 
that it may always be so, for if life were all serious I'd have 
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hanged myself long ago.’ His cheerful mood remained with 
him for a long time, and only at the halt did he think anxiously 
and bitterly that they were not going to succeed in raising the 
cossacks, and that all Fomin’s schemes were doomed to inevitable 
disaster. 


CHAPTER IV 

§ I § 

Spring came on. The sunlight now had more warmth to it. 
The snow melted on the southern slopes of the hills, and at 
noonday the earth, rusty with last-year grass, gave off a trans¬ 
lucent lilac mist. In the warm patches, on the mounds, half 
buried under the quartz boulders, showed the first brilliantly 
green, slender growths of honey-grass. The ploughed lands 
were bared. From the abandoned winter roads the rooks 
migrated to the threshing floors, to the winter-cornfields flooded 
with thaw water. In the ravines and dells the snow lay blue, 
soaked to the surface with moisture ; from these spots a harsh 
cold still breathed. But in the gullies the spring runnels, invisible 
to the eye, were already thinly and melodiously gurgling under the 
sno<v, and in the glades the branches of the poplars were beginning 
to display an almost imperceptible, tender vernal green. 

The season for field labour was approaching, and Fomin’s 
band melted away more and more with every day. The morning 
after a halt for the night two or three men would be missing, and 
one day almost half a troop vanished : eight men with their 
horses and equipment went off to Vieshenska to surrender. It 
was time to plough and sow. The earth was calling, drawing 
the cossacks to work, and, convinced that the struggle was useless, 
many of Fomin’s men secretly deserted from the band and rode 
off to their homes. There remained only the wild men who 
could not return in any case, men whose crimes against the Soviet 
regime were too great for them to hope for pardon. 

By the first days of April Fomin had not more than eighty-six 
sabres under his command. Gregor still remained with the 
band. He lacked the courage to go home. He was firmly con- 
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vinced that Fomin’s cause tvas lost, and that sooner or later the 
band would be broken up. He knew that at the first serious 
clash with any regular Red Army cavalry they would be smashed 
to the last man. Yet he remained under Fomin, secretly hoping 
to hang on somehow until the summer, and then seize a couple 
of the best horses in the detachment, gallop at night to Tatarsk 
and thence, with Aksinia, to the south. The Don steppe was 
broad, spacious ; there were many lonely tracks and expanses in 
it ;Tn summer time all the roads were open, and shelter could be 
found everywhere. He thought to abandon the horses some¬ 
where, to make his way with Aksinia on foot to the Kuban, to the 
Caucasian foothills, far from their native spots, and live there 
through the troublous times. There was no other way out, it 
seemed to him. 

On Kaparin’s advice Fomin decided to cross to the left bank 
of the Don before the ice broke up. On the confines of the 
Khopersk region, where there were many forests, he hoped to lie 
concealed from pursuit if necessary. 

The band crossed the Don above the village of Ribny. In 
places, where the current ran swiftly, the ice had already been 
carried away. Under the bright April sun the water glittered 
as though covered with silvery scales ; but where the winter 
track had been built up, rising a couple of feet above the level 
of the ice, the Don stood immovable. They laid down wattles 
over the broken edge, led the horses across one by one, fell in on 
the farther side and, sending a reconnaissance patrol on ahead, 
moved in the direction of Yelanska district. 

The following day Gregor chanced to see a fellow-villager from 
Tatarsk. The one-eyed old man was on his way to relatives at 
Gryaznovsky and ran into the band not far from the village. 
Gregor led the old man aside, and asked : 

“ Are my children alive and well, grand-dad ? ” 

“ God preserve them, Gregor Pantalievich, they’re alive and 
well.” 

‘‘I’ve got a big thing to ask of you, grand-dad. Give them 
and my sister Yevdokia Pantalievna a warm greeting from me, 
and a greeting to Prokhor Zykov, and say to Aksinia Astakhova 
that she is to expect me soon. Only, don’t tell anybody else 
you’ve seen me, will you ? ” 
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ril do it, master; I’ll do it. Never fear, I’ll tell them all 
just as you ask.” 

“ What news is there in the village ? ” 

“Nothing at all ; everything’s as it was.” 

“ Is Koshevoi still chairman ? ” 

“Yes, he’s the chairman.” 

“ He isn’t doing any harm to my family, is he ? ” 

“ I haven’t heard anything about it, so he can’t have touched 
them. And why should he ? They’re not responsible for you.** 
“ What are people saying about me in the village ? ” 

The old man blew his nose, spent a long time wiping his mous¬ 
tache and beard with his red neckerchief, then answered evasively : 

“ The Lord knows. . . . They say all sorts of things, what¬ 
ever comes into their heads. Will you be making your peace with 
the Soviet government soon ? ” 

What could Gregor answer ? Holding in his horse, which 
was straining to follow the detachment, he smiled and said : 

“ I don’t know, grand-dad. So far there’s nothing I can say.” 
“ How’s that ? We fought the Circassians, and we fought the 
Turks, but peace came of it. But you, you’re all our own people, 
and yet you can’t come to any agreement with one another. . . , 
It isn’t well, Gregor Pantelievich ; on my word it isn’t well! 
God the all-merciful, He sees all. He won’t forgive you all this, 
you mark my words. I ask you, is it sensible that Russians, true 
believers, should fight among themselves, and that without end ? 
Well, if you’d done a little fighting . . . but this is the fourth 
year you’ve been at one another’s throats. As my old mind sees 
it, it’s time to end it! ” 

Gregor said good-bye to the old man and swiftly galloped off 
to overtake his troop. The man stood long, resting on his stick, 
rubbing his rheumy eye-socket with his sleeve. With his one 
youthfully keen eye he gazed after Gregor, admiring his brave 
bearing, and quietly whispered : 

“He’s a fine cossack ! He’s got everything, bearing and 
everything else ; and yet he’s a wastrel. He’s lost his road. By 
all the signs he ought to be fighting the Circassians, but look what 
he’s thought of ! And what the plague of use is this government 
to him ? ^d what is it they’re thinking, these young cossacks ? 
It’s no good asking Grisha ; all their tribe were always wastrels. 
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His dead father Pantaleimon was twisted of the same yarn, and 
I mind his grandfather Prokoffey. . . . He was another crab 
apple, and not a man. But what other cossacks are thinking 
. . . God forgive me, I don’t understand.” 


§ 2 § 

Now, when Fomin occupied a village he no longer summoned 
a meeting of citizens. He had been convinced that propaganda 
methods were fruitless. He had enough to do to keep his own 
men, without enrolling new ones. He began to find consolation 
in vodka. Whenever he happened to spend a night in a village 
there were drinking bouts. Following their ataman’s example, 
his men drank also. Discipline was breaking down. Looting 
grew more frequent. The houses of the Soviet employees, who 
went into hiding whenever the band approached, were stripped 
of everything that could be carried on horseback. Many of the 
men had their saddlebags crammed almost to bursting. One 
day Gregor noticed that a man in his troop was carrying a hand 
sewing-machine. He had hung the reins over his saddlebow, 
and was holding the machine under his left arm. Only by using 
his whip did Gregor succeed in forcing the cossack to give up his 
prize. That evening Gregor had a sharp altercation with Fomin. 
They were alone together in the room. His face and body puffy 
with his drunken bouts, Fomin sat at the table, while Gregor 
took great strides up and down the room. 

“ Sit down, don’t go flickering about before my eyes,” Fomin 
said angrily. 

Paying no attention to him, Gregor tossed a long time about 
the tiny room and said at last: 

“I’ve had enough of this, Fomin ! Put a stop to this looting 
and drinking.” 

“ Did you have a bad dream last night ? ” 

“ More jokes. . . . But the people are beginning to talk badly 
of you.” 

“ You know as well as I do that I can’t do anything with the 
boys,” Fomin said reluctantly. 

“ But you’re not trying to do anything with them ! ” 

“ Well, you’re not my teacher ! And the people aren’t worth 
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bothering about, anyway. WeVe suffering for them, the swine, 
but they ... Fm thinking of myself, and that’s enough.” 

“ You’ve got a poor opinion even of yourself ! You’ve never 
got any time to think because of your drunken orgies. You 
haven’t been sober for four days now, and everybody else is 
drinking too. They’re even drinking when on outpost duty, and 
at night into the bargain. What are you after ? D’you want 
us to be caught while we’re drunk and be massacred in some 
village ? ” 

“ And do you think we shall avoid it ? ” Fomin sneered. 
“ We’ve got to die some time. The pot got used to fetching 
water, but it was broken in the end. D’you know that ? ” 

“ Then let us ride to Vieshenska to-morrow and put our hands 
up : take us, we surrender 1 ” 

“ No, we’ll go on enjoying life a while longer. ...” 

Gregor halted opposite the table with his legs wide apart. 

** If you don’t introduce order into the ranks, if you don’t put 
an end to the pillaging and drinking, I’ll clear out and take half 
the men with me,” he said quietly. 

“ Try it I ” Fomin menacingly answered. 

“ It’ll come off without any trying ! ” 

“You . . . you stop threatening me 1 ” Fomin laid his hand 
on his pistol butt. 

“ Don’t paw your pistol, I can reach you quicker across the 
table ! ” Gregor said swiftly, turning pale and half unsheathing 
his sabre. 

Fomin laid his hands on the table, and smiled : 

“ What are you nagging at me for ? My head’s splitting 
already as it is, and then you come along with' your idiotic talk ! 
Put your sabre back in its scabbard. Can’t I even joke with 
you then ? Aren’t you strict! Just like a sixteen-year-old 
girl. . , 

“I’ve already told you what I want, and you look out for 
yourself ! Not all of us are of the same mind as you.” 

“ I know that ! ” 

“ Know it and remember it! You’re to give orders to-morrow 
that the packs are to be emptied ! We’ve got a cavalry force 
and not a packhorse train. Cut it out of them as though with a 
knife 1 And they call themselves fighters for the people I 
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TheyVe loaded themselves down with looted goods, and go 
trading in the villages just like the pedlars used to do ! Tm 
ashamed to my very eyes ! What the devil did I join up with you 
for ? Pale with anger and indignation, Gregor spat and turned 
away to the window. 

Fomin burst into a laugh and said : 

“ We haven’t once been hard pressed by cavalry yet. When 
a well-fed wolf is hunted by horsemen it belches up all it has 
eaten as it runs. And my rogues would get rid of everything if 
we were hunted in earnest. All right, Melekhov, don’t get 
worked up, Fll see to it. It’s like this : I’d got a little down in 
the mouth and had loosened the reins a bit. But I’ll pull them 
up ! We can’t split up the detachment, we must drink our cup 
of sorrow together.” 

They were unable to finish the conversation : the mistress 
entered the room with a smoking dish of cabbage soup, and then 
Chumakov and a crowd of cossacks poured in. 

But the talk had its effect. Next morning Fomin gave the 
order for all packs to be emptied, and himself saw that it was 
carried out. During the examination of the packs one of fhe 
most inveterate looters made some resistance and did not want 
to part from his booty, and Fomin shot him where he stood in 
the rank. 

“ Take away this carrion ! ” he said calmly, thrusting the body 
away with his boot. Looking around the men, he raised his 
voice. “ We’ve had enough of this crawling into chests, you 
sons of bitches I That’s not what I raised you against the Soviet 
regime for. You can strip a dead enemy of everything, even his 
dirty pants, if you’re not burying him. But you’re not to touch 
their families. We’re not fighting the women. And anyone 
who resists will get the treatment this scum has got I ” 

A quiet murmur rose and died away in the ranks. 


.§ 3 § 

Order seemed to have been restored. For two or three days 
the band roamed along the left bank of the Don, clashing with 
and destroying small groups of local defence detachments. 
When they reached Shumilinsky district ICaparin suggested 
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that they should ride on into the territory of Voroniezh province. 
He argued that there they would undoubtedly have extensive 
support from the population, which had recently revolted against 
the Soviet regime. But when Fomin announced this plan to 
the Cossacks they all declared with one accord : “We won’t go 
out of our own region.” Meetings were held in the band. The 
decision had to be rescinded. For four days in succession they 
retreated continually eastward, avoiding a fight with the cavalry 
force which had pressed on their heels all the way from Kazanska 
district. 

It was not easy to move without leaving any traces of them¬ 
selves, for everywhere the spring field labour was in progress, 
and people were at work even in the most remote parts of the 
steppe. The band retreated during the dark spring nights, but 
hardly had it halted in the morning to feed the horses when a 
hostile mounted reconnaissance patrol appeared not far away, 
a hand machine-gun began to rattle in short snaps, and the Fomin 
men hurriedly bridled their horses. Beyond the village of 
Melnikov in Vieshenska district Fomin succeeded in tricking 
the enemy by a clever manoeuvre and got clear away from the 
pursuit. From the reports of his own reconnaissance patrols he 
knew that a persistent and intelligent cossack from Bukanovsky 
district was in command of the Red cavalry ; he also knew that 
this force was numerically almost twice as large as his own band, 
had six light machine-guns and fresh horses which had not been 
exhausted by long marches. All these circumstances rendered it 
necessary to avoid a battle, so that his men and horses could rest. 
Then, when the opportunity presented itself, he must break up 
the Red cavalry, not in open fight, but by a sudden onslaught, 
and so shake off the incessant pursuit. In this way he might 
also be able to obtain machine-guns and rifle bullets at the expense 
of the enemy. 

But his calculations proved to be mistaken. Gregor’s fears 
for the band were completely confirmed on April i8th. The 
previous eve;ning Fomin and the majority of the rank and file had 
drunk heavily. At dawn they left the village where they had 
halted. During the night hardly a man had had any sleep, and 
now many of them dozed in their saddles. Towards nine o’clock 
in the morning they made a halt on the outskirts of a wood not 
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far from the village of Ozhogin. Fomin posted guards and gave 
orders for the horses to be fed with oats. 

. A strong, gusty wind was blowing from the east. A brown 
cloud of sandy dust concealed the horizon. A heavy mist hung 
high above the steppe. The sun hardly pierced the veil of the 
mist. The wind snatched at the edges of the men’s greatcoats, 
at the horses’ manes and tails. The animals turned their badcs 
to it, and sought shelter close to the bushes of hawthorn scattered 
about the fringe of the forest. The men’s eyes streamed with 
the prickling, sandy dust, and it was difficult to see anything even 
at a short distance. 

Gregor carefully wiped his horse’s muzzle, hung the oat-basket 
round its neck and went to Kaparin, who was feeding his horse on 
oats poured into the fold of his greatcoat. 

“ A fine spot you’ve chosen for the halt! ” Gregor remarked, 
pointing to the forest with his whip. 

Kaparin shrugged his shoulders. 

“ So I told that fool, but you can’t convince him of anything.” 

“ ’We should have halted out in the steppe or on the outskirts 
of a village.” 

“ D’you think we can expect an attack from the forest ? ” 

“Yes, I do.” 

“ The enemy is a long way off.” 

“ The enemy can be quite close ; they’re not infantry.” 

“ The forest is bare ; we shall see them if they come.” 

“ There’s nobody to see them; almost everybody’s asleep. 
I’m afraid the guards may be asleep too ! ” 

“ They’re not in a fit state to stand up after last night’s bout, 
you won’t rouse them now 1 ” Kaparin frowned as though he 
were in pain, and said in an undertone : “We shall be lost with 
such a leader. He’s as empty as a bottle, and stupid, quite 
incredibly stupid. Why don’t you want to take over the com¬ 
mand ? The cossacks respect you. They’d follow you will- 
ingly.” 

“ I don’t want to ; I’m only a passing guest here,” Gregor 
drily answered. He went off to his horse, regretting the indis¬ 
creet confession which had fallen from his lips. 

Kaparin poured the rest of the oats out of his greatcoat on ta 
the ground, and hastened after Gregor. 
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You know, Melekhov,” he said as he walked along, breaking 
off a twig of thorn and pinching the tight, swollen buds. “ I 
don’t think we shall be able to hold out for long if we don’t join 
up with some large anti-Soviet force, with Maslak’s brigade, for 
instance. He’s wandering somewhere in the south of the 
province. We must break through to him, or we’ll be massacred 
here one fine day.” 

It’s floodtime now. We can’t get across the Don.” 

“Not now. But when the water falls we must retreat. Don’t 
you agree ? ” 

After some reflection Gregor answered : 

“ You’re right. We must clear out of this area. There’s 
nothing to be done around here.” 

Kaparin grew enthusiastic in his argument. He began to 
expatiate on the theme that their expectations of support had not 
been justified, and that now they must somehow or other persuade 
Fomin not to go on roaming aimlessly about the region, but to 
decide to link up with a stronger force. 

Gregor grew tired of listening to his chatter. He kept his 
eyes fixed on his horse. As soon as the basket was empty he took 
it off, bridled the animal and tightened the saddlegirths. 

“ We shan’t be moving on for a long time yet; there’s no need 
for all that hurry,” Kaparin said. 

“You’d do better to go and get your horse ready, for there 
won’t be time to saddle it! ” Gregor answered. 

Kaparin stared hard at him, then went to his mount, which 
was standing close to the line of wagons. 

Leading his horse by the rein, Gregor went across to Fomin. 
The commander was lying on his cloak with his legs widely 
straddled, lazily gnawing the wing of a boiled chicken. He 
shifted and beckoned to Gregor to sit down beside him. 

“ Sit down here and have a rest.” 

“ We must get away, now’s not the time for rest,” Gregor 
said. 

“We’ll finish feeding the horses and then we’ll move 
on.” 

“We can finish feeding them later.” 

“ What are you in such a hurry for ? ” Fomin threw away the 
picked bone and wiped his hands on his cloak. 
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“ They'll get us here. It's just the right spot for it." 

“ How the devil can they ? The patrol's only just returned 
and reported that there's not a soul to be seen on the hill. It's 
dear they've lost track of us, ©r they’d be on our tail now. We 
needn’t expect any attack from Bukanovsky district. The 
military commissar there is a good fighting lad, but he hasn't got 
much of a force at his command, and he's hardly likely to c6me 
out and face us. We’ll have a proper rest, stay here till evening, 
then set off again. Sit down and have some chicken ; what are 
you standing over me like that for ? It seems to me you've 
turned coward, .Melekhov. Soon you’ll be riding round every 
bush, and going right out of your way, like this." He swept his 
hand round in a great semicircle and laughed heartily. 

Inwardly cursing, Gregor went off, tied his horse to a bush 
and lay down beside it, protecting his face from the wind with 
the edge of his greatcoat. He dozed off to the whistle of the 
wind, to the fine, monotonous rustle of the high dry grass bowed 
above him. 


§ 4 § 

He was brought to his feet by the long-drawn-out rattle of 
a machine-gun. Before the first burst of fire was finished he had 
his horse untethered. Above all the other voices rose Fomin's 
shout: ‘To horse 1 * Now two or three more machine-guns 
began to stutter from the forest on the right. Mounting his 
horse, with a glance Gregor took stock of the situation. To the 
right, on the edge of the forest, hardly visible through the dust 
clouds, some fifty Red Army men were advancing to the attack, 
cutting off the line of retreat to the hills. Above their heads their 
swords glittered coldly and very familiarly, showing a bluish hue 
in the dim light of the sun. From the forest, from bushy hillocks, 
the machine-guns were firing, emptying disc after disc with 
feverish haste. To the left also about half a squadron of Red 
Army men were galloping along without a shout, waving their 
sabres, rushing to complete the encirclement. There was only 
one way of escape : to break through the thin line of men attack¬ 
ing from the left and to retreat towards the Don. Gregor 
shouted to Fomin : “ Keep up behind me ! " and put his horse 
into a gallop, simultaneously baring his sabre. 
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When he had covered some forty yards he looked back. Fomin, 
Kaparin, Chumakov and several other men were following at 
a furious gallop, some twenty yards behind him. The machine- 
guns in the forest had stopped firing ; only the one on the extreme 
right was rattling away with short, angry bursts at the Fomin 
men scrambling around the baggage wagons. But that last 
machine-gun also suddenly stopped, and Gregor realized that the 
attackers were now right on top of the camp, and that the men 
left behind were being sabred. So he guessed from the desperate 
shouts, from the rare shots fired in defence. But he had no 
time to look back. As his horse carried him impetuously towards 
the stream of men advancing against him, he chose his man. 
A soldier in a short, pleated sheepskin was galloping towards him 
on a grey, not very fresh horse. As though by the light of a flash 
of lightning, for one elusive moment Gregor saw the horse with 
a white star on its foam-flecked chest, the rider with his crimson, 
excited, youthful face, and bbhind him the broad, sombre expanse 
of the steppe stretching away to the Don. The next moment he 
would have to avoid a blow and wield his sabre. When some 
ten yards from the rider Gregor swung his body sharply over to 
the left. He heard the cutting w^histle of a sabre above his head 
and, jerking himself upright in the saddle, touched the man on 
the head with the very point of his sabre as he passed. His hand 
hardly felt the force of the blow but, looking back, he saw the 
man sag and slowly slip out of the saddle, and saw a thick stream 
of blood on the back of his yellow sheepskin coat. The grey 
horse slackened down into a fast trot, running sideways as 
though afraid of its own shadowy its head carried wildly high 
in the air. ^ 

Gregor dropped over his horse’s neck and instinctively lowered 
his sabre. The bullets whistled thinly and sharply over his head. 
The animal’s ears quivered as they lay flat against its head, and 
at the ends of them the sweat hung in beads. Gregor heard only 
the fierce whistle of a bullet fired after him and the sharp, panting 
breath of his horse. He looked back again and saw Fomin and 
Chumalcov ; Kaparin was a good hundred yards'behind them, 
and, still farther off, only one man of the second troop, the lame 
Sterladnikov, had fought and galloped his way past the two 
soldiers who rode to attack him. All the other eight or nine 



THE FUGITIVE 


361 

men who had fled after Fomin had been sabred. Their tails 
waving in the wind, the riderless horses*were fleeing in all direc¬ 
tions, to be followed and caught by Red Army rnen. Only one 
high-standing bay belonging to a Fomin man was galloping 
along at Kaparin’s side, snorting and dragging its dead master, 
who had not been able to free his boot from the stirrup as he 
fell. 

Beyond the sandy rise Gregor halted his horse, jumped out of 
the saddle, and thrust his sabre into its scabbard. It took him 
only a few seconds to persuade his horse to lie down. From 
behind this cover he fired all his clip of cartridges, but, as his aim 
was hurried and agitated, only with his last bullet did he send 
a horse down beneath a Red Army man. But it enabled the fifth 
Fomin man to draw away from the pursuit. 

“ Mount I You'll be lost 1 " Fomin shouted as he drew level 
with Gregor. 

§ 5 § 

The massacre was complete. Of the entire band only five 
men escaped. They were pursued as far as the village of 
Antonovsky, and the chase did not end till the fugitives hid in 
the forest surrounding the village. 

In all that mad gallop not one of the five said a word. 

Close to a little river Kaparin's horse fell, and they could not 
get it on to its legs again. Under the others the hard-driven 
horses were staggering, hardly able to move their legs, dropping 
thick white clots of foam to the ground. 

“You shouldn't be the commander of a detachment, but a 
shepherd of sheep ! " Gregor said, dismounting and not looking 
at Fomin. 

Without speaking Fomin slipped from his horse and began to 
unsaddle it. But he went off without removing the saddle and 
sat down on a hummock overgrown with bracken. 

“ Well, we'll have to abandon the horses," he said, looking 
fearfully all about him. 

“ And then ? " Chumakov asked. 

“ And then we must make our way on foot to the other side 
of the Don." 

“ Where to ? " 
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“ We’ll stop in the forest till nightfall, then we’ll get across the 
Don and bury ourselves Tor the time being in Rubiezhin. I’ve 
got lots of relations there.” 

Another idiotic idea! ” Kaparin exclaimed furiously. 
“ Don’t you think they’ll look for you there ? That’s just 
where they’re going to expect you now. What do you use for 
thinking with ? ” 

“ Well, where else are we to go to ? ” Fomin asked in a dis¬ 
tracted tone. 

Gregor took the bullets and a piece of bread out of his saddle¬ 
bags, and said : 

“ Are you thinking of spending much time over your talk ? 
Come on ! Tie up the horses, unsaddle them and get going, or 
the Reds will get us even here.” 

Chumakov threw his whip on the ground, trod it into the mire 
and said in a quivering tone : 

” And so we’re on foot now ! And all our boys have gone 
under ! Mother of God, how they shook us up ! I didn’t think 
I was going to come through to-day alive. . . . Death looked 
me in the eyes.” 

Without speaking they unsaddled their horses, tied all the four 
to one alder bush and, in single file, one in the tracks of another, 
like wolves, they made their way down to the Don, carrying their 
saddles in their arms, keeping wherever possible to the denser 
thicket of undergrowth. 


CHAPTER V 

§i§ 

In springtime, when the Don overflows its banks and the flood- 
water covers all the low-lying water-meadows, opposite the village 
of Rubiezhin a small section of the lofty left bank remains high 
and dry above the inundation. 

From the Donside hills this island, densely covered with young 
willows, oaks and the dove-blue, spreading bushes of osiers is 
visible for a long distance. 
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In the summer the trees are entwined with wild hops to their 
very crowns, the ground below is spread with impenetrable, 
prickly dewberry bushes, pale blue convolvulus crawl and twine 
over the bushes, and in the rare glades the high, thick grass, 
munificently nourished by rich soil, rises above the height of 
a man. 

In the summer even at noonday it is quiet, twilit and cool in 
the forest. Only the orioles disturb the silence, and the cuckoos 
vie with one another in counting out the unspent years. But 
in winter time the woods stand completely deserted, bare, fettered 
in a deathly silence. The serrated edges of the tree tops show 
a sombre black against the pallid, wintry sky. Or^ly the wolves’ 
litters find a safe shelter in the thickets year after year, spending 
their days lying in the snowladen scrub. 

On this island Fomin, Gregor Melekhov and the others who 
had escaped from the massacre of the band set up their quarters. 
They lived as best they could, eating the miserable victuals which 
Fomin’s cousin brought them by boat at night. They were half 
starved, but they could sleep their fill, with their saddle-pommels 
under their heads. They took turns at keeping guard during the 
night. They lit no fire, for fear that someone would discover 
their hiding-place. 

Washing round the island, impetuously the floodwater poured 
southward. It roared menacingly as it broke through the barrier 
of old poplars which stood in its path, then murmured on in 
a lulled, singing tone, setting the tops of the inundated bushes 
swaying. 

Gregor quickly grew accustomed to the never-ceasing sound 
of the water near by. He lay for long hours by the steeply cut 
bank and gazed at the broad, watery expanse, at the chalky spurs 
of the Donside hills, enveloped in a sunny, lilac haze. There, 
beyond that haze, was his native village . . . Aksinia . . . his 
children. And thither flew his cheerless thoughts. Moment¬ 
arily a longing blazed up and consumed him as he recalled his 
dear ones, an impotent hatred for Mikhail seethed within him. 
But he suppressed these feelings and tried not to look at the 
Donside hills, to avoid thinking of these things. There was no 
point in giving the rein to unhappy memories. Life was oppres¬ 
sive enough as it was. Already he had such a pain in his breast 
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that sometimes it seemed to him that his heart had been pierced 
and was no longer beating, but was streaming with blood. Evi¬ 
dently his wounds and the hardships of war and typhus had 
done their work : he began to listen continually to the importunate 
thumping of his heart. Sometimes the lacerating pain in his 
chest, under the left nipple, grew so unbearably sharp that 
momentarily his lips went dry and he had difficulty in choking 
back a cry. But he found a sure method of freeing himself from 
the pain : he lay down with his left side against the damp earth, 
or wetted his shirt with cold water; and then it slowly, almost, 
it seemed, reluctantly, left his body. 

The days turned pleasai)t and still. Only occasionally did 
little white clouds tousled by a wind in the height go floating 
across the clear sky, and their reflections slipped like a flight of 
swans over the floodwater, to vanish as they touched the distant 
shore. 

It was good to gaze at the swift current furiously seething 
along by the bank, to listen to the myriad sounds of the water 
and not to think of anything, to try not to think of anything, which 
caused him suffering. He gazed for hours at the whimsical and 
endlessly changing swirl of the current. The ripples altered 
their forms continually; where the previous moment a smooth 
stream had been flowing, bearing on its surface stalks of reeds 
crumpled leaves and clumps of grass tom away by the roots, 
a moment after a fantastically curving funnel appeared which 
greedily sucked down all that floated within reach of it; again 
a little later the funnel had disappeared, and in its place the 
water was boiling and swirling in turbid tangles, throwing to the 
surface, now the blackened root of a sedge, then an outspread 
oak leaf, then a bunch of straw carried down from one knew 
not where. 

Of an evening the cherry-red afterglow burned in the west. 
The moon rose from behind a lofty poplar. Its light extended 
over the Don in a chilly white flame, broken into reflections and 
black modulations where the wind tousled the water into a light 
speckle of froth. At night, blended with the sound of the water, 
the voices of innumerable flocks of northward flying geese 
sounded as incessantly over the island. The birds, with no one 
to disturb them, often settled on the eastern side of the island. 
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Over the backwater, through the inundated forest, the male teal 
called challengingly, ducks quacked, the barnacles and geese 
quietly cackled and answered one another. One day, noiselessly 
making his way to the bank, Gregor saw a large flock of swans not 
far from the island. The sun had not yet risen. The morning 
glow was flickering brilliantly beyond the barrier of the forest. 
Reflecting its light, the water seemed rosy, and the great, majestic 
birds with their heads turned to the sunrise seemed rose-coloured 
also. Hearing a rustle on the bank, they flew up with a sonorous 
trumpet call, and when they rose above the forest the astonishing 
gleam of their snowy plumage almost dazzled Gregor. 

Fomin and the others killed time each in his own fashion. 
Making his lame leg comfortable, the industrious Sterladnikov 
worked from morn till night mending clothes and boots. 
Kaparin, whose health was not improved by sleeping on the 
damp ground at night, lay for days on end in the sun, coughing 
hollowly, covered up to his head by his sheepskin. Fomin and 
Chumakov played endlessly with home-made cards cut out of 
paper. Gregor wandered about the island and squatted for 
hours beside the water. They talked but little to one another— 
all they had to say had been said long since—and they came 
together only at meal-times and of an evening, while waiting for 
Fomin’s cousin to arrive. They were overcome by boredom, 
and, during all their stay on the island, only once did Gregor see 
Chumakov and Sterladnikov, for some reason suddenly feeling 
lighthearted, begin to wrestle. They stamped about for a long 
time on one spot, grunting and exchanging curt, jesting remarks. 
Their feet sank to their ankles in the white, granular sand. The 
lame Sterladnikov was obviously the stronger, but Chumakov 
was the more agile. They wrestled with their arms around each 
other’s waist, their shoulders thrust forward, each keenly watch¬ 
ing the other’s legs. Their faces grew set and pale with the 
strain, their breathing spasmodic and violent. Gregor watched 
the struggle with interest. Choosing a fitting moment, Chum¬ 
akov suddenly threw himself down on his back, dragging his 
opponent with him, and with a movement of his bent legs threw 
Sterladnikov across his head. A second later, as supple and 
nimble as a polecat, Chumakov was lying on top of Sterladnikov, 
pressing his shoulder-blades into the sand, while the other 
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bellowed, panting and laughing: But you’re cheating. . . . 
We didn’t agree . . . that we could throw each other over our 
heads.” 

‘‘You went for each other like young fighting-cocks; and 
that’s enough for now, or you’ll be fighting in earnest,” Fomin 
said. 

But they had no intention of fighting. Amicably, with arms 
interlocked, they sat down on the sand, and Chumakov, in a thick 
but pleasant bass, broke into a song. Sterladnikov took it up 
in his thin tenor voice, and they sang in unison and unexpectedly 
well. 

But suddenly Sterladnikov could not restrain himself any 
more : he jumped up and, snapping his fingers, kicking the sand 
about with his lame leg, began to dance. Without stopping his 
singing Chumakov took his sword, dug a shallow hole in the sand 
and said : 

“ Wait a bit, you lame devil! One of your legs is shorter than 
the other, you can’t dance properly on a level spot. . . . You 
must either dance on a slope or else have your longer leg in a hole 
and the other outside. Put your sound leg in this hole, and then 
dance, you see how well it works. Now, off we go ! ” 

Sterladnikov wiped the sweat from his brow and obediently 
set his good leg into the hole Chumakov had dug. 

“ But you’re right, it does make it easier,” he said. 

Panting with laughter, Chumakov clapped his hands and 
began to sing very fast. And Sterladnikov, his face set in the 
serious expression common to all dancers, began agilely to dance, 
and even attempted to squat down on his haunches and kick out 
one leg. 

§ 2 § 

The days passed on, each exactly like those that had gone. 
With the oncoming of darkness they waited impatiently for 
Fomin’s cousin to arrive. All five of them gathered on the 
bank, talking in undertones, smoking, concealing the lighted 
ends of their cigarettes under the edges of their greatcoats. 
They had decided to stay for another week on the island, 
and then to cross at night to the right bank of the Don, to seize 
horses and to set out for the south. By all the rumours Maslak’s 
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brigade was still roaming somewhere in the south of the 
region. 

Fomin charged his relations to discover where he could get 
horses suitable for riding, and also told them to report each day 
all that occurred in the area. The news they brought in was 
reassuring : Fomin was being searched for on the left bank of the 
Don, and, although Red Army men had visited Rubiezhin, after 
searching his house they had at once ridden off again. 

We must clear out of here quickly ! What the hell is the 
good of sticking here ? Let's clear out to-morrow," Chumakov 
proposed one day at breakfast. 

We must find out about horses first," Fomin said. “ What’s 
the hurry ? If only they fed us better I wouldn’t give up this 
comfortable life until the winter. Look how beautiful it is all 
around ! We’ll have a good rest, and then we’ll set to work 
again. Let them fish for us, we won’t let ourselves be caught so 
easily. They smashed us owing to my stupidity, I know, and 
of course it’s a disgrace, but it isn’t everything. We’ll collect 
more men again. As soon as we mount horses we’ll ride through 
the nearest villages, and in a week we’ll have half a company 
around us, and possibly a full company. We’ll be overwhelmed 
with men ; by God we will! " 

“ Nonsense ! Overweening arrogance 1 ’’ Kaparin said irrit¬ 
ably. “ The cossacks have^let us down. They haven’t followed 
us, and they won’t. We must have the courage to look the truth 
in the eyes and not delude ourselves with idiotic hopes." 

“ Why won’t they follow us ? " 

“ Well, they didn’t at first, and so they won’t now." 

‘‘ We shall see ! " Fomin retorted in a challenging tone. I 
won’t lay down my arms 1 ’’ 

“ That’s all empty talk 1 ’’ Kaparin said wearily. 

‘‘ You devil’s head I" the infuriated Fomin exclaimed. 
“ What arf you spreading panic here for ? You’ve fed me up 
v with your tears worse than a bitter radish would ! What did 
we rise at all for then ? Why did you come in, if your guts are 
so weak ? It was you who urged me on to start the rising, but 
now you want to crawl out of it! Haven’t you got anything to 
say ? " 

‘‘ I’ve got nothing to say to you, you can go to the devil, you 
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fool! ” Kaparin exclaimed hysterically and went off, wrapping 
himself chillily in his sheepskin and turning up the collar. 

These well-born people are always thin-skinned. As soon 
as anything happens they’ve had enough, they’re done,” Fomin 
said with a sigh. 

They sat silent for some time, listening to the steady, powerful 
roar of the water. A duck pursued by two drakes flew over 
their heads with a grating croak. An excitedly chattering flock 
of starlings dropped down over the glade but, seeing human 
beings, swept up again, turning like a black braid as they went. 

A little later Kaparin came back. 

” I want to go to the village to-night,” he said, looking at 
Fomin and blinking hard. 

“ What for ? ” 

“ A strange question ! Can’t you see Fve got a bad chill and 
can hardly keep on my feet ? ” 

” Well, and what of it ? Will you lose your chill in the village, 
d’you think ? ” Fomin asked with imperturbable calm. 

** I must have at least a few nights in a warm place.” 

“ You’re not going anywhere ! ” Fomin said firmly. 

“ What, am I to perish here ? ” 

“ Please yourself.” 

” But why can’t I go ? These nights sleeping out in the cold 
will finish me off.” 

“ And supposing you’re caught in the village ? Have you 
thought of that } Then they’ll finish us all off. D’you think 
I don’t know you ? At the first examination you’ll betray us. 
And you’ll do it even before that, on the road to Vieshenska.” 

Chumakov burst into a laugh and nodded approvingly. 
He completely agreed with Fomin. But Kaparin said 
obstinately : 

“ I must go. Your quick-witted arguments haven’t made me 
change my mind.” 

“ But I’ve told you to sit still and don’t fidget.” 

But don’t you understand, Yakov Yefimovich, that I can’t 
go on living this animal life any longer ? I’ve got pleurisy and 
possibly even inflammation of the lungs.” 

“ You’ll get over it. You’ll lie about in the sun and get 
well.” 
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“ In any case I’m going to-day,” Kaparin declared sh^ply. 
” You have no right to restrain me. Fll go, whatever 
happens.” 

Fomin gazed at him, suspiciously screwed up his eyes and, 
winking at Chumakov, rose to his feet. 

“ It looks to me, Kaparin, as though you really have fallen ill. 
... You must have a high temperature. . . . Let me sec 
whether your head’s hot! ” He took seyeral steps towards 
Kaparin, stretching out one hand. 

Evidently Kaparin noticed the unpleasant look on Fomin’s 
face, for he fell back and sharply exclaimed : 

” Get away ! ” 

“'Don’t make that noise ! What are you making that noise 
for ? I’m only going to find out. What are you up to ” 
Fomin strode to Kaparin and seized him by the throat. 
“ Intending to give yourself up, you swine ” he muttered 
thickly and, straining all his body, tried to throw Kaparin to 
the ground. 

Gregor had difficulty in separating them and had to exert all 
his strength. 

§ 3 § 

After dinner Kaparin went up to Gregor as he was hanging 
some washing on a bush, and said : 

“I’d like to talk to you alone. . . . Let’s sit down.” They 
sat down on a fallen, rotting poplar trunk. 

Coughing hollowly, Kaparin said : 

“ What do you think of that idiot’s behaviour ? I’m sincerely 
grateful to you for your intervention. You acted nobly, as an 
officer should. But this is terrible ! I can’t stand any more. 
We’re living like animals. . . . How many days is it now since 
we ate hot food ? And then this sleeping on the damp earth. 
... I’ve caught a chill, and my side is hurting me terribly 
I must have developed inflammation of the lungs. I badly want 
to sit by a fire, to sleep in a warm room, to change my under¬ 
clothes. I dream of fresh clean shirts, of sheets. . . . No, I 
can’t go on ! ” 

Gregor smiled and asked : 

“ Did you think you were going to fight with every comfort } ” 
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But listen, what sort of war is this ? Kaparin answered 
energetically. “ This isn't war, but endless wandering, murder¬ 
ing individual Soviet workers and then fleeing. It would be war 
if the people supported us, if a rising were to break out. But to 
call this war ... no, this isn't war ! " 

“ There's nothing else we can do. You don't want us to sur¬ 
render, do you ? " 

“ You're right, but what are we to do " 

Gregor shrugged his shoulders. He gave voice to the thought 
which had frequently entered his mind as he lay about on the 
island : 

“ Even a miserable liberty is better than a good prison. You 
know what the proverb says : ‘ A strong prison, but it only 
pleases the devil I ' " 

Kaparin drew designs on the sand with a twig. After a long 
silence he said : 

“ We haven't necessarily got to surrender, but we've got to 
find new forms of struggle against the Bolsheviks. We must 
separate from this disgusting scum. You’re an intelligent 
man. . . .” 

“ Why do you think so ? " Gregor laughed. Why, I can 
hardly even pronounce that word." 

“ You're an officer." 

" By accident/' 

" No, joking apart, you are an officer, you've grafted yourself 
into officers' society, you've seen real men, you're not a Soviet 
upstart like Fomin, and you must realize that it's senseless for 
us to remain here. It's equivalent to suicide. He was the cause 
of our being smashed up at the forest, and if we continue to link 
our fates with him he’ll do the same again more than once. He*s 
simply a cad, and an obstreperous fool into the bargain ! We 
shall be lost if we stay with him." 

" So you don't suggest surrendering, but leaving Fomin ? 
Where are we to go to ? To Maslak ? " Gregor asked. 

" No. He's just another adventurer, only on a larger scale. 
I take a different view of all this now. We must go, not to 
Maslak . . ." 

“ Then where ? " 

‘‘ To Vieshenska." 
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Gregor shrugged his shoulders irritably. 

“ I call that throwing good money after bad. It’s not to my 
liking.” 

Kaparin looked at him sharply with glittering eyes. 

“ You haven’t understood, Melekhov. Can I trust you ? ” 

‘‘ Completely.” 

“ On the word of honour of an officer ? ” 

“ On the word of honour of a cossack.” 

Kaparin glanced in the direction of Fomin and Chumakov, 
and, although they were a considerable distance away and could 
not have overheard the conversation, he lowered his voice : 

“ I know your relations with Fomin and the others. You’re 
just as much a foreign body among them as I am. I’m not 
interested in the reasons which have led you to fight against the 
Soviet regime. If I understand aright, it’s because of your past 
and your fear of arrest, isn’t it ” 

” You’ve just said you’re not interested in the reasons.” 

“ Yes, yes, that was only by the way. Now for a few words 
about myself. Formerly I was an officer and a member of the 
Social Revolutionary Party, but later I completely revised my 
political convictions. . . . Only the monarchy can save Russia. 
Only the monarchy ! Providence itself points this road for our 
native country. The emblem of the Soviet government is a 
hammer and sickle, a ‘ serp ’ and a ‘ molot,’ isn’t it ? ” With 
the twig Kaparin drew the words “ serp ” and “ molot ” on the 
sand, then fixed his feverishly burning eyes on Gregor’s face. 
“ Now read each of those words backwards. You have } D’you 
understand ? Only ‘ prestolom,’ only ‘ through the throne ’ will 
the revolution and the Bolshevik regime be ended. Do you know, 
I was possessed with mystical horror when I discovered that. 
I trembled, for, if you like to put it so, it is God’s finger pointing 
to the end of our troubles.” 

Kaparin was silent, panting with agitation. His keen eyes had 
a hint of madness in them as he gazed at Gregor. But Gregor 
did not tremble at all, and did not feel any mystical horror as he 
heard Kaparin’s revelation. He had a more sober and matter- 
of-fact view of things, and so he said in answer: 

“ That’s not anybody’s finger. Were you at the front during 
the German war ? ” 
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Perplexed by the question, Kaparin did not answer at 
once. 

To be frank, why do you ask ? No, I was not actually at the 
front.*’ 

“ Then where did you go through the war } At the 
rear ? ” 

“ Yes.” 

“ All the time ? ” 

“Yes. I mean, not all the time, but almost all. But why do 
you ask ? ” 

“Well, I’ve been at the front continually from 1914 down to 
the present day, with only a few brealcs. And in regard to your 
finger. . . . How can it be God’s finger, when God Himself 
doesn’t exist ? I’ve long since given up believing that nonsense. 
Ever since 1915, when I got my first sight of war. I’ve been think¬ 
ing that God doesn’t exist. Not at all! If He did He would 
have no right to allow people to do such things as they do I We 
front-line men have got rid of God, we’ve left Him to the old 
men and the women. Let them take comfort in Him, And 
there isn’t any finger, and there can’t be any monarchy. The 
people have put an end to that once for all. And this game 
you’re playing, this twisting letters about . , . that, if you don’t 
mind my saying so, is a kid’s trick and nothing more. And I 
don’t understand what you’re telling me all this for } You must 
speak more simply and plainly. I’ve never studied in a Junkers’ 
Academy and I’m not too well educated, even though I have 
been an officer. If I’d been better educated, perhaps I wouldn’t 
be sitting with you here on this island, like a wolf cut off by 
a flood,” he ended with an obvious note of regret in his 
voice. 

“ That doesn’t matter,” Kaparin said hurriedly. “ It doesn’t 
matter whether you believe in God or not. That’s a question 
for your own conviction, your conscience. Nor does it matter 
in the least whether you’re a monarchist, or a supporter of the 
Constitutional Assembly, or just a cossack fighting for self- 
government. What does matter is that we’re united by a single 
attitude to the Soviet regime. Do you agree ? ” 

“ Go on.” 

“We put our hopes in a general rising of the cossacks, didn’t 
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we ? That hope has proved unjustified. Now we’ve got to 
extricate ourselves from this situation. We can fight the Bol¬ 
sheviks later, but not under Fomin’s leadership ! The important 
thing now is to save our own lives, and that is why I’m proposing 
an alliance with you.” 

What sort of alliance ? Who against ? ” 

Against Fomin.” 

“ I don’t understand.” 

“ It’s all very simple. I invite you to be my accomplice;” 
Kaparin grew obviously agitated and panted violently as he went 
on : “You and I will kill these three and go to Vieshenska, under¬ 
stand ? That will save us. That service to the Soviet govern¬ 
ment will save us from punishment. We shall live. You 
understand ? We shall live. We shall save our lives. It goes 
without saying that when the opportunity occurs we shall fight 
against the Bolsheviks again. But that will be when it’s a serious 
business, and not some adventure like the present with this 
wretched Fomin. Do you agree ? Bear in mind that this is 
the only way out of our present desperate situation, and a brilliant 
one at that.” 

“ But how is it to be done ? ” Gregor asked. In¬ 
wardly he was quivering with indignation, but with all his 
strength he attempted to hide the feeling which was master¬ 
ing him. 

“ I’ve thought it all out; we’ll do it at night, with cold steel. 
Then the next night the cossack who supplies us with food will • 
come across, we’ll cross the Don, and that’s all. It’s marvellously 
simple, and no cunning called for at all! ” 

Smiling, Gregor said with feigned affability : 

“ Now that’s really clever I But tell me, Kaparin, when you 
wanted to go to the village to get warm this morning . . . were 
you intending to go to Vieshenska ? Did Fomin hit the 
mark ? ” 

Kaparin stared closely at Gregor’s amiably smiling face and 
smiled also, wanly and a little embarrassed. 

“I’ll tell you franldy, I was. You know, when it’s a question 
of your own skin you don’t show any particular regard about the 
choice of method.” 

“ So you’d have betrayed us ? ” 

N 
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** Yes/^ Kaparin openly admitted. But Td have tried to 
spare you personally any unpleasantness, if they’d caught you 
here on the island.” 

“ But why didn’t you kill us all yourself ? Th^t would have 
been easy enough to do at night.” 

“ There was the risk. While I was dealing with one the 
others . . .” 

“ Lay down your arms ! ” Gregor said in a repressed tone, 
snatching out his pistol. “ Lay them down, or I’ll shoot you 
on the spot! I’m getting up now, and I’ll cover you so that 
Fomin can’t see, and then you’ll throw your pistol down at my 
feet. Well ? Don’t even think of shooting ! I’ll put you out 
at the first sign.” 

Kaparin sat still, turning deathly pale. “ Don’t kill me ! ” 
he whispered, hardly moving his 'v^hite lips. 

“ I shan’t. But I’ll take your weapons.” 

‘‘ You’ll betray me. . . .” 

Tears rolled down Kaparin’s hairy cheeks. Gregor frowned 
with loathing and pity, and raised his voice. 

“ Throw down your pistol! I won’t betray you, though I 
ought to. Why, what a cur you’ve proved yourself to be ! 
A dirty cur ! ” 

Kaparin threw his pistol at Gregor’s feet. 

“ How about your Browning ? Hand over your Browning. 
It’s in the breast pocket of your tunic.” 

Kaparin pulled out and threw down the gleaming, nickelled 
Browning and covered his face with his hands. He shook with 
the sobs which convulsed him. 

“ Stop it, you scum ! ” Gregor said sharply, with difficulty 
controlling his desire to strike Kaparin. 

You’ll betray me ! I’m lost . . 

‘‘ I’ve told you I won’t. But as soon as we leave the island 
you can make yourself scarce ! Such as you aren’t wanted by 
anybody. You can find your own shelter.” 

Kaparin removed his hands from his face. His wet, livid 
cheeks, swollen eyes and shaking lower jaw were horrible to 
look at. ^ 

“ Then why did you . . . Why did you disarm me ? ” he 
stuttered. / 
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Gregor reluctantly said ; 

“ So that you don’t shoot me in the back. Anything is to be 
expected from men like you . . . educated men ! And there you 
sat talking about a finger, about the Tsar, about God. . . , 
What a slimy creature you are ! ” 

Without another look at Kaparin, spitting out the copious 
spittle which filled his mouth again and again, Gregor slowly 
went back to the others. 

Sterladnilcov was quietly whistling as he sewed up a slit in 
his saddle with a wax-end thread. Fomin and Chumakov were 
lying on a horsecloth, playing cards as usual. 

Fomin gave Gregor a swift glance and asked : 

‘‘ What was he saying to you ? What were you talking 
about ? ” 

“ He was complaining about the life. ... He talked as 
though ...” 

Gregor kept his promise not to betray Kaparin. But that 
evening he took a quiet opportunity to remove the bolt from 
Kaparin’s rifle, and hid it. * The devil knows what he might 
try on at night,’ he thought as he lay down to sleep. 

§ 4 § 

Next morning Gregor was awakened by Fomin. Bending 
over him, Fomin quietly asked : 

‘‘ Did you take Kaparin’s weapons from him ? ” 

“ What ? What weapons ? ” Gregor raised himself on his 
elbow, painfully straightening his shoulders. His greatcoat, 
fur cap and boots were all wet with the mist which had descended 
at sunrise, and he was chilled to the bone. 

** We can’t find his weapons. Did you take them ? Do wake 
up, Melekhov ! ” 

“ Why, yes, I took them. But what’s up ? ” 

Fomin went off without speaking. Gregor rose and shook out 
his greatcoat. Some distance away Chumakov was preparing 
breakfast: he washed the only dish they possessed, then, pressing 
a loaf of bread to his chest, cut off four equal hunks, poured milk 
out of a jug into the dish and, crumbling a solidly boiled piece of 
millet porridge, looked at Gregor. 
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“ You’ve slept late this morning, Melekhov ! See where the 
sun’s got to ? ” 

“ The man with a clear conscience always sleeps well,” Sterlad- 
nikov said, as he wiped the wooden spoons on the edge of his 
greatcoat after washing them. “ But Kaparin didn’t sleep a wink 
all night, he tossed and turned. . . 

Fomin smiled as he looked at Gregor. 

“ Sit down and have breakfast, brigands,” Chumakov pro¬ 
posed. Without waiting for the others he began to spoon up his 
milk, then bit off a good half of his hunk of bread. Gregor picked 
up his spoon and, staring hard at the others, asked : 

Where’s Kaparin ? ” 

Fomin and Sterladnikov went on eating in silence. Chumakov 
gazed fixedly at Gregor, but he too said nothing. 

“ Where’s Kaparin got to ? ” Gregor asked again, though he 
had a mournful suspicion of what had happened during the night. 

Kaparin’s a long way away now,” Chumakov answered, 
smiling imperturbably. ‘‘He’s floating down to Rostov. I 
expect he’s rocking somewhere about Ust-Khopersk. There’s 
his sheepskin hanging, look. ...” 

“ Have you really killed him ? ” Gregor asked, glancing swiftly 
at Kaparin’s sheepskin coat. 

There was no point in asking. Everything was quite clear 
already, but for some reason he did ask. At first nobody 
answered, and he repeated the question. 

“Why, of course we’Ve killed him,” Chumalcov said, and 
covered his grey, femininely beautiful eyes with his lashes. “ I 
killed him. That’s my job these days, to kill people. ...” 

Gregor looked at him closely. Chumakov’s clean, deep red 
face was tranquil and even cheerful. His blond whiskers with 
their golden fringe showed up strongly against his sunburnt face, 
setting off the darker hue of his eyebrows and sleekly combed 
hair. He was genuinely handsome and of modest appearance, 
was this honorary executioner to Fomin’s band. He laid his 
spoon down on the tarpaulin, wiped his moustache with the back 
of his hand, and said : 

“ You can be grateful to Yakov Yefimich, Melekhov ! It was 
he who saved your soul, or you’d have been floating down the 
Don with Kaparin at this moment. ...” 
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‘‘ What for ? 

Spacing out his words, Chumakov slowly said : 

“ It*s clear Kaparin intended to surrender, and he talked a long 
time with you yesterday. Well, we and Yakov Yefimich thought 
we’d save him from his sin. May I tell him everything ? ” he 
looked interrogatively at Fomin. 

Fomin nodded, and Chumakov, his teeth scrunching the grains 
of the insufficiently cooked millet porridge, went on with his 
story: 

“ I got an oak cudgel ready yesterday evening, and I said to 
Yakov Yefimich : * I’ll settle them both, Kaparin and Melekhov, 
during the night.’ But he said : ‘ Finish off Kaparin, but don’t 
touch Melekhov.’ And that’s what we agreed on. I watched 
until Kaparin went off to sleep, and I heard you sleeping, snoring 
away. Well, I crawled up to him and brought the cudgel down 
on his head. And our staff captain didn’t even kick out his legs. 
He just stretched himself out so sweetly and gave up the ghost. 
We quietly searched him, then we picked him up by the arms 
and legs, carried him to the bank, took off his boots, tunic and 
sheepskin, and dropped him into the water. But you were still 
fast asleep and didn’t know anything about it. Death stood 
very close to you last night, Melekhov ! At your head it stood. 
Even though Yakov Yefimich had said you weren’t to be touched, 
I thought: ‘ What could they have been talking about yesterday ? 
It’s a bad business when out of five two begin to keep themselves 
apart from the others and talk secrets. I stole up to you and 
wanted to land you one, but then I thought: ‘ If I hit him with 
the cudgel, he’s a healthy devil! Supposing he jumps up and 
starts blazing away if I don’t lay him out with the first blow ? ’ 
Well, Fomin once more stopped the whole business. He crawled 
up to me and whispered ; ‘ Don’t touch him, he’s one of us, we 
can trust him.’ Well, we talked it over, and then we couldn’t 
make out what had happened to Kaparin’s weapons. And so 
I left you. But you slept well; you didn’t have any idea what 
was hanging over you ! ” 

Gregor said calmly : 

“ And you’d have killed me for nothing, you fool I I wasn’t 
in any plot with Kaparin.” 

“ But how is it you’ve got his weapons ? ” 
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Gregor smiled. 

“ I took his pistols from him yesterday, and removed the bolt 
from his rifle in the’evening and hid it under a saddle-cloth.’’ 
He went on to tell of his conversation with ELaparin and the 
captain’s proposals. 

Fomin discontentedly asked him: 

But why didn’t you say anything about this yesterday ? ” 

“ I felt sorry for him, the snivelling devil I ” Gregor confessed 
frankly. 

Ah, Melekhov, Melekhov ! ” Chumakov exclaimed, genuinely 
amazed. “ You put your pity where you laid the bolt of 
Kaparin’s rifle ; you bury it under a saddlecloth, for it won’t do 
you any good ! ” 

“ Don’t you teach me ! I know my own business ! ” Gregor 
replied coldly. 

“ Why should I teach you ? But supposing as the result of 
your pity I’d sent you off to the next world for no reason at all 
last night ? Then what ? ” 

“ I would find my road there too,” Gregor quietly answered, 
after a moment’s thought. And, more to himself than to the 
others, he added : ‘‘ In broad daylight it’s terrible for a man 
to face his death; but while he’s asleep it ought to be easy 
enough. ...” 


CHAPTER VI 

§ I § 

Gne night at the end of April they crossed the Don in a boat. 
On the bank outside Rubiezhin a young cossack named Aleksandr 
Kosheliov, from Nizhni-Krivsky village, was waiting for them. 

“ I’m coming with you, Yakov Yefimich,” he said as he greeted 
Fomin. I’m fed up with spending my time at home.” 
Fomin nudged Gregor with his elbow, and whispered : 

“ D’you sec ? I told you so. We’ve hardly had time to get 
away from the island, but already the people are . . , Here they 
come ! He’s an acquaintance of mine, a fighting little cossack I 
This is a good sign. Our business will get moving now ! ” 
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Judging by his voice, Fomin was smiling satisfiedly. He was 
obviously delighted by the arrival of a new comrade. The suc¬ 
cessful crossing of the river and the circumstance that one more 
man had immediately joined him cheered him up and gave wings 
to new hopes. 

“ So, besides a rifle and a pistol you’ve got a sabre and a pair of 
field-glasses ? ” he said in a contented tone, examining and feeling 
Kosheliov’s equipment in the darkness. “ There’s a cossack for 
you I You can see at once he’s a true cossack and no mongrel! ” 

Fomin’s cousin drove up to the bank in a wagon drawn by 
a very small horse, 

“ Put the saddles on the wagon,” he said in an undertone. 
“ But hurry up, for Christ’s sake, for the night’s getting on, and 
we’ve got a long road.” 

He was agitated and hurried Fomin. But, now he had got 
away from the island and felt the firm earth of his native village 
beneath his feet, Fomin would have been by no means averse 
from dropping in at his home for an hour or so and visiting 
village acquaintances. 

Just before dawn they selected the best horses from a drove 
close to the village of Yagodny and saddled them. To the old 
man minding the drove Chumakov said : 

“ Don’t be too upset about the horses, daddy ! They’re not 
worth worrying about, and we’ll only ride a little way on them. 
As soon as we find better mounts we’ll return these to their 
owners. If anyone asks who took the horses, say militia from 
Krasnokutsk had them. Let the owners go there. We’re 
chasing a band, you can tell them.” 

When they reached the main road they said good-bye to 
Fomin’s cousin, then turned off to the left, and all five rode in 
a south-westerly direction at a fast trot. There were rumours 
that the Maslak band had appeared not far from Mieshkovsky 
district centre within the past day or two. And in that direction 
Fomin went, resolved to join up with Maslak. 


§ 2 § 

In search of the Maslak band they roamed for three 
days over the steppe tracks of the Don right-hand bank, 
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avoiding all large villages and district centres. In the 
Ukrainian villages bounding the lands of Kargin district they 
exchanged their sorry little nags for well-fed and swift 
Ukrainian horses. 

During the morning of the fourth day, not far from a village, 
Gregor was the first to notice a cavalry column riding across a 
distant gap between the hills. Not less than two squadrons were 
coming along the road, while ahead and to either side of them 
were small' reconnaissance detachments. 

“ Either Maslak, or . . Fomin put his field-glasses to his 
eyes. 

“ Either rain or snow ; either it is or it isn’t,” Chumakov said 
with a sneer. “ You take a better look, Yakov Yefimich, for if 
it’s the Reds we ought to turn back, and quick ! ” 

“ But how the devil can you tell from here ? ” Fomin said 
irritably. 

“ Look ! They’ve seen us. There’s a patrol coming this 
way,” Sterladnikov exclaimed. 

He was right, they had been seen. The patrol riding on the 
right-hand side of the column turned sharply and trotted towards 
them. Fomin hurriedly thrust his glasses into their case ; but 
Gregor, smiling, bent across from his saddle and took Fomin’s 
horse by the bridle. 

“ Don’t be in a hurry ! Let them get closer. There are only 
twelve of them. We’ll take a good look at them, and then we can 
gallop off if necessary. We’ve got fresh horses, what are you 
afraid of ? Have a look through your glasses.” 

The twelve horsemen grew steadily nearer, growing larger and 
larger with every moment. Their forms were now distinctly 
outlined against the green background of the high-growing grass 
of the hill. 

Gregor and the others gazed at Fomin impatiently. His hands 
trembled a little as they held the field-glasses. He stared so hard 
that a tear ran down the cheek turned to the sun. 

“ They’re Reds ! I can see the stars on their caps ! ” he 
shouted thickly at last, and turned his horse. 

They set off at a gallop. Behind them infrequent shots rang 
out. For two miles or so Gregor galloped at Fomin’s side, 
occasionally looking back. 
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“ Well, weVe joined up with them I he said with a sneering 
laugh. 

Fomin was silent and depressed. Reining in his horse a little, 
Chumakov shouted : 

“We must avoid the villages. We’ll make for the Vieshenska 
steppe, it’s more lonely there.” 

A few more miles of furious galloping, and the horses would be 
played out. A foamy sweat covered their outstretched necks, 
the latitudinal folds of flesh lay deep. 

“We must take it easier 1 Slow up ! ” Gregor commanded. 

Of the twelve riders behind them only nine were left; the 
others had dropped out of the chase. With his eyes Gregor 
measured the distance separating them, and shouted : 

“ Halt! Let’s give them a round or two ! ” 

All five slowed their horses into a trot, dismounted as they 
went, and unslung their rifles. 

“ Hold your rein ! Aim at the man on the extreme left. 
Fire ! ” 

They each fired a clip of cartridges, killed a horse under one 
of the Red Army men, and again began to retire from the pursuit. 
They were followed only reluctantly. From time to time shots 
were fired at them from a considerable distance, then at last the 
soldiers abandoned the chase completely. 

“We must water the horses; there’s a pond over there,” 
Sterladnikov said, pointing with his whip to the blue surface of 
a steppe pond in the distance. 

Now they were riding at a fast walking pace, closely examining 
every ravine and hollow they came to, trying to take cover in the 
uneven folds of the steppe. 

They watered their horses and set off again, at first at a walking 
pace, then at a trot. At noon they halted to feed the horses on 
the slope of a deep ravine which cut right across the steppe. 
Fomin ordered Kosheliov to climb a nearby mound on foot, to 
lie down there and keep watch. In the event of horsemen appear¬ 
ing anywhere on the steppe he was to give warning and run 
immediately to the horses. 

Gregor hobbled his mount, turned it loose to graze and 
lay down not far off, choosing a dry spot on the slope of the 
ravine. 
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Here, on the sunny side of the ravine, the young ^rass was 
taller and thicker. The vapid exhalation of the black sunwarmed 
earth could hot stifle the finer perfume of the fading steppe violets. 
They were growing on a piece of abandoned fallow, making their 
way between the dry stalks of harts-clover, spreading in a colour¬ 
ful pattern over the edges of the former field bounds; and even 
on the flintily hard virgin soil their blue,, childishly clean eyes 
looked out on the world from the withered last-year grass. The 
violets had lived their appointed time in this lonely and spacious 
steppe, and in their place, on the slope of the ravine, marvellously 
brilliant tulips were already rising, lifting their crimson, white 
and yellow chalices to the sun, while the wind blended the varied 
perfumes of the flowers and carried them far over the steppe. 

Over the steep rubble of the northern slope, shadowed by cliffs, 
still lay coalesced strata of snow, streaming with moisture. A 
chill arose from the snow, but this chill still further accentuated 
the perfume of the fading violets, faint and mournful as the 
memory of something precious and long since past. 

Gregor lay with his legs flung out, resting on his elbows, and 
with avid eyes drank in the sun-hazed steppe, the guardian 
mounds showing azure along a distant ridge, the flowing, opal¬ 
escent mirage on the bounds of the slope. For a moment he 
closed his eyes and heard the near and distant songs of the sky¬ 
larks, the light tread and snorting of the grazing horses, the 
clanking of bits and the whisper of the wind in the young grass. 
He had a strange feeling of resignation and peace as he pressed 
all his body to the rough earth. It was a long familiar feeling. 
It always came after he had experienced anxiety, and at such 
times he seemed to be seeing everything around him with fresh 
vision. It was as though his sight and hearing had grown keener, 
and after such a time of agitation all that previously would have 
passed unnoticed now attracted his attention. With equal 
interest he watched the whistling, slanting flight of a sparrowhawk 
pursuing some tiny bird, and the deliberate crawl of a black beetle 
which struggled over the distance between Gregor's two elbows, 
and the gentle swaying of a blood-red tulip rocked by the wind, 
gleaming with a brilliant virgin beauty. The tulip was growing 
quite close to him, on the edge of a crumbled marmot hole. He 
had only to stretch out his hand to pluck it; but he lay without 
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moving, with silent rapture admiring the flower and the stiff 
leaves which jealously preserved drops of the morning dew within 
their folds. Then he shifted his gaze and long, unthinkingly, 
watched an eagle hovering above the horizon, over the dead city 
of marmot warrens. 

A couple of hours later they again mounted their horses, intend¬ 
ing to reach the familiar villages of the Yelanska district by 
nightfall. 

Evidently the Red Army patrol had communicated their move¬ 
ments by telephone. As they rode into Kamenka settlement 
shots rang out to welcome them from across a stream. The 
singsong whistle of the bullets made Fomin turn aside. Under 
fire they galloped round the outskirts of the settlement and 
swiftly made their way into the horse-grazing lands o^Vieshenska 
district. Beyond another settlement a small force of militia 
attempted to intercept them. 

“ We’ll ride round them on the left,” Fomin proposed. 

“We’ll attack them,” Gregor said resolutely. “There are 
nine of them and five of us. We’ll brealc through! ” 

He was supported by Chumakov and Sterladnikov. 

Baring their sabres, they put their horses into a canter. With¬ 
out dismounting, the militia-men opened a rapid fire, then 
galloped aside, avoiding the attack, 

“ They’re a poor lot! They’ll write out a long and glowing 
report, but they’re not prepared for a serious fight! ” Kosheliov 
said jokingly. 

Returning the fire whenever the militia-men began to press 
on them, Fomin and the others retreated eastward, fleeing like 
wolves pursued by Borzois, occasionally snapping back and 
hardly stopping at all. During one of the exchanges of fire 
Sterladnikov was wounded. The bullet pierced the muscle of 
his left leg, grazing the bone. He groaned with the pain shooting 
through his leg and said, turning pale : 

“ They’ve hit me in the calf. . . . And it’s the same leg. . . . 
My lame one. . . . There’s swine for you ! ” 

Throwing himself back in his saddle, Chumakov laughed at 
the top of his voice. He laughed so much that the tears started 
to his eyes. Helping Sterladnikov to seat himself on his horse, 
he rocked with laughter as he said : 
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“ Well, how did they come to pick on that one ? They must 
have aimed at it deliberately. They saw some lame fellow hop¬ 
ping about, and thought they’d get you if they shot at that leg. 
Oh, Sterladnikov ! Oh, you’ll be the death of me ! Your leg 
will be shorter by another quarter. And now how will you 
dance ? I shall have to dig a hole a couple of feet deeper for your 

leg.” 

“ Shut up, you idiot! I haven’t got time for you now ! 
Shut up, for Christ’s sake ! ” Sterladnikov asked, wincing 
with the pain. 

Perhaps half an hour later, as they rode along the bottom of 
one of the innumerable ravines he asked : 

“ Let’s make a halt and rest a bit. . . . I must stop up my 
wound, for I’ve lost a whole bootful of blood.” 

They hSted. Gregor held the horses. From time to 
time Fomin and Kosheliov fired at the militia-men hovering 
in the distance. Chumakov helped Sterladnikov to remove 
his boot. 

“ But you have lost a lot of blood, and no mistake,” Chumakov 
said, knitting his brows, as he poured the crim^son fluid out of the 
boot onto the ground. He was about to rip up the leg of Sterlad¬ 
nikov’s trousers, which were wet and streaming with blood. But 
Sterladnikov would not allow him. 

“ They’re good trousers, there’s no point in spoiling them,” 
he said and, resting with his palms on the earth, he raised his 
wounded leg. “ Pull them off, only do it gently.” 

“ Have you got any bandage ? ” Chumakov asked, rummaging 
through his pockets. 

‘‘ What the devil do I want bandages for ? I’ll manage with¬ 
out.” 

He closely examined the exit hole of the wound, then with 
his teeth pulled a bullet out of its cartridge case, poured the gun¬ 
powder on to his palm and thoroughly mixed it with earth, first 
moistening the earth with spittle. He plentifully plastered both 
the holes of the wound with this ointment and said in a satisfied 
tone : 

That’s a well-tried remedy. The wound will dry, and it’ll 
heal up in a couple of days.” 

They did not halt again until they reached the river Chira. 
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The militia-men kept at a respectable distance behind them, and 
only occasionally did they fire a single shot. Fomin frequently 
looked back, and remarked : 

“ They’re keeping us in sight all the time ... or are they 
expecting reinforcements } They’re not keeping that distance 
off without good reason.” 

They crossed the Chira at a fort near a village and went at a 
walking pace up the slope of a hill. The horses were tired out. 
They managed somehow or other to trot downhill, but they had 
to be led by the rein uphill, and the men combed the quivering 
flecks of foam from the animals’ sides and croups. 

Fomin’s anxiety was justified : some three miles or so outside 
the village the pursuit was taken up by seven men mounted on 
fresh, briskly moving horses. 

“ If they go on passing us from hand to hand like that we’re 
done for,” Kosheliov said gloomily. 

They rode across the steppe, ignoring the tracks, taking turns 
at firing back. Two of them lay down in the grass and fired at 
their pursuers, and the others rode on some five hundred yards, 
dismounted, and kept the enemy under fire while the other two 
rode on ahead a thousand yards, lay down and prepared to fire. 
They killed or seriously wounded one militia-man and shot the 
horse under a second. Soon afterwards Chumakov had his horse 
shot under him. He ran on at Kosheliov’s side, holding to the 
stirrup. 

The shadows lengthened. The sun sank towards the west. 
Gregor advised that they should not separate, and they rode on 
together at a walking pace. Chumakov strode along at their side. 
A little later they saw a pair-horsed wagon on the ridge of a hill 
and made for the road. The elderly, bearded cossack driver 
whipped his horses into a gallop, but shots brought him to a 
halt. 

“ I’ll sabre the scum ! He’ll learn what to run for 1 ” Koshe¬ 
liov muttered through his teeth, bursting ahead, lashing his horse 
furiously with his whip. 

“ Don’t touch him, Sasha, I forbid it! ” Fomin warned him, 
and shouted to the man when still some distance off: “ Unharness 
your horses, daddy, d’you hear ? Unharness them while you’re 
still alive 1 ” 
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Paying no attention to the old man's tearful entreaties, they 
themselves unhitched the traces, removed the reins and collars 
from the horses, and quickly saddled them. 

** Leave one of yours at least in exchange," the old man asked, 
weeping. 

Mind you don't get your teeth knocked out, you old devil I " 
Kosheliov said. “ We need the horses ourselves. You thank 
the Lord Gk)d that your life has been spared." 

Fomin and Chumakov mounted the fresh horses. But soon 
afterwards the six riders following in their tracks were joined by 
three others. 

“ We must drive our horses hard ! Come on, boys ! " Fomin 
said. " If we can reach the Krivsky ravines by nightfall we shall 
be saved." 

He lashed his horse with his whip, and galloped on ahead. 
On his left hand he led a second horse on a short rein. Under 
the animals' hoofs the crimson heads of the tulips went flying in 
all directions like great drops of blood. Gregor, who was riding 
behind Fomin, looked at these sprinkles of crimson and closed 
his eyes. For some reason his head swam, and a familiar, severe 
pain clutched at his heart. 

Their horses galloped along with their last strength. The men 
also were worn out with the incessant riding and with hunger. 
Sterladnikov was swaying in the saddle, and was as white as linen. 
He had lost a lot of blood, and was tormented by thirst and 
nausea. He ate a little dry bread, but at once brought it 
back. 

In the dusk, not far from the village of Krivsky they rode into 
the midst of a drove of horses returning from the steppe, fired a 
last few shots at their pursuers, and with gladness saw that the 
chase had been dropped. In the distance the nine horsemen rode 
together, evidently to discuss the situation, and then turned back. 


§ 3 § 

They spent two days in Krivsky village, staying with an 
acquaintance of Fomin's. The master was well off and gave 
them a warm welcome. The horses were kept in a dark shed, 
had more oats than they could eat and, by the end of the second 
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day, had completely recovered from the mad ride. The men todc 
turns to guard the horses, slept on the floor of a cool chaff shed 
festooned "with spiderwebs and ate their fill to make up for all 
the days of semi-starvation they had known on the island. 

They could have left the village next day, but Sterladnikov 
held them up : his wound grew worse, a fiery red appeared 
around its edges, and by the evening his leg had swollen and he 
lost consciousness. He was racked with thirst. All through the 
night, immediately consciousness returned to him he asked for 
water and drank greedily, a little at a time. During the night he 
drank almost a bucketful of water, but he could not rise even with 
help ; every movement caused him terrible pain. He made water 
without getting up, and groaned incessantly. To muffle his 
groans the others carried him to a far corner of the shed, but it 
made no difference. Sometimes his groans were very loud, and 
when he lost consciousness he shouted incoherently in his 
delirium. 

They had to keep watch over him also. They gave him water, 
moistened his burning forehead and covered his mouth with 
their hands or a cap when he began to groan or talk too 
noisily. 

Towards the close of the second day he came round and said 
he felt better. 

“ When are you leaving here he asked Chumakov, beckon¬ 
ing him with his finger. 

“ To-night.” 

“ Tm going too. Don’t leave me here, for Christ’s 
sake ! ” 

” What good are you for going anywhere ? ” Fomin said in an 
undertone. “ You can’t even stir.” 

“ How can’t I ? You watch I ” With a great effort Sterlad¬ 
nikov half raised himself and at once fell back. His face burned, 
the sweat stood out in tiny drops on his brow. 

” We’ll take you ! ” Chumakov said resolutely. “ We’ll take 
you, please don’t be afraid ! And wipe your tears, you’re not 
a woman ! ” 

“ It’s sweat,” Sterladnikov whispered quietly, and pulled his 
cap down over his eyes. 

” We’d be glad to leave you behind, but the master won’t 
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agree. Don’t get downhearted, Vassily. Your leg will heal up, 
and you and I will yet wrestle again and dance the Cossack dance. 
What are you so down in the mouth for ? Now if the wound 
were serious . . . but it’s nothing ! ” 

Chumakov, always harsh and brutish in his dealings with 
others, said these words so quietly and in such a touchingly gentle 
and sincere tone that Gregor stared at him in amazement. 

They rode out of the village a little before dawn. They man¬ 
aged with a struggle to get Sterladnikov into the saddle, but he 
could not keep his seat and fell, first to one side, then to the 
other. So Chumakov rode beside him, with his right arm around 
the wounded man’s waist. 

“ There’s a drag on us ! We’ll have to leave him behind some¬ 
where,” Fomin whispered, drawing level with Gregor and regret¬ 
fully shaking his head. 

** Kill him, d’you mean } ” 

“ Well, and what else ? Look into his eyes ? What can we 
do with him on our hands } ” 

They rode for some time at a walking pace, not speaking. 
Gregor relieved Chumakov, then Kosheliov relieved Gregor, 

The sun rose. Below them the mist was still rolling above the 
Don, but on the hills the steppe distances were very clear and 
bright, and with every minute the vault of heaven turned more 
blue, with feathery little clouds frozen motionless in the zenith. 
A heavy dew lay in a silvery brocade on the grass, but where the 
horses had passed a dark flowing track was left. Only the sky¬ 
larks were enriching the great and blessed silence which extended 
over the steppe. 

Sterladnikov, his head tossing helplessly to the movement of 
the horse’s stride, quietly said : 

“ Oh, it’s hard 1 ” 

Shut up I ” Fomin roughly interrupted him. ” It’s no easier 
for us having to nurse you.” 

Not far from the Hetman’s highway a bustard shot up from 
under their horses’ hoofs. The fine, jarring whistle of its wings 
aroused Sterladnikov from his oblivion. 

“ Brothers, get me off my horse,” he asked. 

Kosheliov and Chumakov carefully lifted him out of the saddle, 
and laid him on the wet grass. 
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Let’s have a look at your leg. Now, unbutton your trou¬ 
sers ! ” Chumakov said, squatting down beside him. 

Sterladnikov’s leg was monstrously swollen, the skin was 
stretched tightly without a single wrinkle, and it filled all his 
ample trouser leg. Right up to his hip the skin had gone a shiny 
dark violet hue and was covered with spots velvety to the touch. 
Similar spots, only of a lighter tinge, had made their appearance 
on his swarthy, deeply sunken belly. A foul, putrescent stench 
came from the wound and from the brown blood dried on his 
trousers, and Chumakov held his nose, knitted his brows and 
could hardly restrain the nausea which rose in his throat as he 
examined his friend’s leg. Then he gazed closely at Sterlad- 
nikov’s drooping blue eyelids, exchanged glances with Fomin, 
and said : 

** It looks as though gangrene’s set in. . . . M’yes ! You’re 
in a bad way, Vassily Sterladnikov ! A quite hopeless case I 
Ah, Vassia, Vassia, what on earth did you do it for ? ” 

Sterladnikov was breathing in hurried gasps and did not say 
a word. Fomin and Gregor dismounted as though at a com¬ 
mand, and approached the wounded man from the windward 
side. He lay still for a time, then, supporting himself on his 
hands, sat up and looked at them all with filmy eyes stern in their 
resignation, 

“ Brothers ! Give me over to death. ... I’m no longer a 
living soul in this world. ... I’m completely worn out, I 
Jiaven’t got any more strength, ...” 

He again lay down on his back and closed his eyes. Fomin 
and the others all knew that such a request must be granted, and 
they had been awaiting it. Winking briefly at Kosheliov, Fomin 
turned away. Kosheliov made no protest, and snatched the rifle 
from his shoulder. ” Shoot I ” he rather guessed than heard the 
words as he looked at the lips of Chumakov, who had stepped 
away. But Sterladnikov again opened his eyes, and said 
firmly : 

” Shoot here! ” He raised his hand and pointed with 
his finger to the bridge of his nose. “ So that the light goes 
out at once. ... If you happen to be in my village tell the 
wife how it occurred. . . . Tell her she’s not to wait for 
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Kosheliov seemed to fidget a suspiciously long time with the 
bolt of his rifle, and, drooping his eyelids, Sterladnikov had time 
to add : 

Fve only got the wife ... no children. . . . She bore 
one to me, but it was born dead. . . . And there was nobody 
else.*’ 

Twice Kosheliov threw the rifle up and let it fall again, turning 
more and more pale. Chumakov furiously pushed him away 
with his shoulder, and tore the weapon from his hands. 

“ If you can’t do it, then don’t take on the job, you whelp’s 
blood ! ” he shouted hoarsely and took off his cap and stroked 
his hair. 

“ Hurry! ” Fomin demanded, putting one foot into the 
stirrup. 

Groping for the words he needed, Chumakov said slowly and 
quietly : 

“ Vassily ! Good-bye, and forgive me and all of us, for the 
love of Christ! We’ll meet again in the next world, and there 
they’ll judge us. . . . We’ll tell your wife what you asked us.” 
Chumakov waited for an answer; but Sterladnikov was silent, 
and his face paled as he awaited his death. Only his eyelashes, 
bleached by the sun, quivered as though fluttered by the wind, 
and the fingers of his left hand quietly stirred as for some reason 
he attempted to button up a broken button on his tunic. 

Many deaths had Gregor seen in his time, but he did not 
stop to watch the death of Sterladnikov. He hurriedly walked 
on, forcibly pulling on the reins, dragging his horse behind him. 
He waited for the shot with the same feeling that he would have 
had if the bullet were intended for his own back. He waited 
for the shot and his heart counted out every second. But when 
behind him there was a sharp, sudden crack his knees sagged 
under him, and he was hardly able to restrain his rearing horse. 


§ 4 § 

For a couple of hours they rode without speaking. When 
they halted Chumakov was the first to break the silence. Cover¬ 
ing his eyes with his palm, he said huskily: 

“ What the devil did I shoot him for ? We ought to have 
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left him behind in the steppe, and not put an unnecessary sin on 
my soul. I can see him now before my eyes. . . ” 

“ Can't you ever get used to it ? " Fomin asked, “ With all 
the men youVe killed you still can’t get used to it ? You haven’t 
got a heart, you’ve got rusty iron. . . 

Chumakov paled and stared furiously at Fomin. 

“ Don’t you get across me just now, Yakov Yefimich ! ” he 
said quietly. “ Don’t you peck at me, for I can put even you 
out. . . . And very easily too ! ” 

“ What the devil do I need to get across you for ? I’ve got 
enough worr}^ without you,” Fomin said in a conciliatory tone 
and lay on his back, screwing up his eyes against the sunlight, 
contentedly stretching himself. 


CHAPTER VII 

§i§ 

Contrary to Gregor’s expectations, during the next ten days 
over forty cossacks joined up with Fomin, They were the rem¬ 
nants of various small bands which had been broken up by Soviet 
forces. They had lost their leaders and were wandering aimlessly 
about the region, and they gladly served under Fomin. They 
were completely unconcerned as to whom they served and whom 
they killed, so long as they were able to live their free, nomad life 
and plunder all who fell into their hand. They were a lot of 
desperados, and Fomin remarked contemptuously to Gregor as 
he looked at them : ‘‘ Well, Melekhov, it’s the riffrajff that has 
joined us, not men. Gallowsbirds they look, as though specially 
picked for the rope ! ” In his heart of hearts Fomin still regarded 
himself as a * fighter for the toiling people,’ and, though not so 
frequently as in the past, he would still say : “We’re the liber¬ 
ators of the cossackry.” He stubbornly refused to abandon the 
most absurd of hopes. He again began to wink at the pillaging 
committed by his companions in arms, taking the view that it 
was all a necessary eviPto which he must be reconciled, that as 
time passed he would free himself of the looters, and that sooner 
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or later he would be a genuine commander of insurgent forces 
and not the ataman of a miserable little band of brigands. 

But Chumakov did not hesitate to call all the Fomin men 
“ brigands/’ and argued until he was hoarse, trying to convince 
Fomin that he also was nothing but a brigand on a large scale. 
When they were alone furious arguments frequently broke out 
between them. 

** Fm an idealistic fighter against the Soviet regime ! ” Fomin 
would shout, turning livid with anger. “ And you call me the 
devil knows what! Do you understand, you fool, that Fm fight¬ 
ing for an ideal ? ” 

“ Don’t try to pull my leg 1 ” Chumakov objected. “ Don’t 
try to pull the wool over my eyes ! Fm not a child. A fine, 
idealist you are ! You’re a born brigand and nothing more. 
And why are you so afraid of the word ? I don’t understand 
that at all.” 

Why do you insult me like that ? You foul-mouthed scum ! 
I rose against the government and Fm fighting against it with 
weapons, so how am I a brigand ? ” 

“ That’s exactly why you are a brigand, because you’re fighting 
against the government. Brigands have always been against the 
government ever since the beginning of time. No matter what 
the Soviet g6vernment may be, it’s the government, it’s held on 
ever since 1917, and anyone who works against it is a brigand.” 

” You empty-pate ! And how about general Krasnov, or 
Denikin ? Were they brigands too ? ” 

” Well, what else were they } They were brigands, only they 
wore epaulettes. And the epaulettes don’t matter much. You 
and I can put them on. . . .” 

Fomin banged his fist, spat and, unable to think of any con¬ 
vincing arguments, cut short the useless dispute. It was imposs¬ 
ible to persuade Chumakov of anything. 


§ 2 § 

The majority of those who joined the band were excellently 
armed and dressed. Almost all of them had good horses accus¬ 
tomed to endless marches and easily cohering sixty miles in the 
day. Some of them even had two horses : one to ride and the 
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other to lead at the side. When necessary, by changing from 
horse to horse, allowing each to rest in turn, a rider with two 
mounts could cover some 120 miles in the day. 

One day Fomin remarked to Gregor: 

“ If we'd each had two horses at the beginning no devils on 
earth could have caught us. The militia and Red Army forces 
mustn't take horses from the people, and they're not willing to 
do it. But we can do what we like. We must provide every 
man with a spare mount, and then they'll never catch us. Old 
folk used to say that in former days that's how the Tartars made 
their raids, each with two horses, and sometimes even with three. 
Who could catch such riders ? And we must do the same. 
That Tartar wisdom is greatly to my fancy." 

They quickly got hold of more horses, and for a time they did 
in fact become uncatchable. The mounted militia which had 
been newly organized in Vieshenska vainly tried to overtake them. 
The spare horses made it possible for Fomin's numerically small 
force to throw off the enemy without difficulty and to get several 
marches ahead of him, so avoiding any dangerous clash. 

None the less, in the middle of May a force almost four times 
as large as the band succeeded in pinning it down against the Don, 
not far from Bobrovsky in Ust-Khopersk district. But after 
a brief fight the band broke through and retired along the bank 
of the river, losing eight men killed and wounded. Shortly after 
this engagement Fomin asked Gregor to take over the position 
of chief of staff. 

“We need someone educated, so that we can move according 
to a plan, by a map, or some day they'll squeeze us and shake us 
up again. You take over the job, Gregor Pantalievich." 

“ You don't need a staff to catch militia-men and cut their 
heads off," Gregor said moodily. 

“ Every detachment ought to have its staff; don't talk non¬ 
sense ! " 

“ Give Chumakov the post if you can't live without a 
staff." 

“ But why don't you want to take it on " 

“I've got no idea of what it means." 

“ And has Chumakov ? " 

“ No, Chumakov hasn’t either." 
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“ Then what the hell are you suggesting him for ? You*re 
an ofScer and you ought to have some idea of it. You ought to 
know all about tactics and that sort of thing.'* 

“ I was about as good an officer as you are a detachment com¬ 
mander I And there js only one tactic for us : to roam about the 
steppe and keep our eyes skinned," Gregor said sarcastically. 

Fomin winked at Gregor and threatened him with his fore¬ 
finger. 

** I can see right through you! Always keeping yourself in 
the shade ? You want to keep out of the light ? That won't 
save yoxxt brother! It’s all the same whether you’re a troop 
commander or chief of staff. D’you think they’ll give you any 
discount if they catch you ? You wait and see I ’’ 

“ I’m not thinking of that at all; you’re on the wrong track," 
Gregor said, fixedly examining the swordknot on his sabre hilt. 
" But I don’t want to take on a task I know nothing 
about." 

“ Well, if you don’t want to, you needn’t. We’ll manage some¬ 
how without you/’ the incensed Fomin agreed. 


§ 3 § 

The situation was completely changing in the region ; the gates 
of the prosperous cossacks, who formerly had welcomed Fomin 
with great hospitality, were now bolted against him, and when 
the band arrived in a village the masters hurriedly scattered and 
hid in the orchards and gardens. The itinerant session of the 
Revolutionary Tribunal, which had arrived at Vieshenska, sternly 
punished many cossacks who in the past had made Fomin wel¬ 
come. The news of the sentences sped through the districts 
and had corresponding influence on the minds of those who had 
openly expressed their friendliness towards the bandits. 

In the course of a fortnight Fomin made an extensive ride 
through all the districts of the Upper Don. The band now 
numbered some 130 sabres, and it was being pursued, not by 
a hurriedly mustered mounted group, but by several squadrons 
of the 13th Cavalry regiment, which had been transferred from 
the southern front. 

Many of those who had recently attached themselves to Fomin 
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were natives of distant parts. They had found their way to 
the Don by devious roads. Some of them had escaped singly 
from prisoner gangs, from prisons and prison camps; but the 
majority consisted of a group of several dozen horsemen who had 
broken away from Maslak, and also remnants of the shattered 
Kurochkin band. The Maslak men willingly allowed themselves 
to be separated and dispersed into the various troops, but the 
Kurochkin men did not wish to be broken up. They formed an 
entire separate troop, strongly welded together and holding 
themselves somewhat apart from the other members of the band. 
In battle or in bivouac they acted as a single group, they hung 
about together, and when they had pillaged some co-operative 
shop or warehouse, they poured everything into the common 
troop cauldron and shared out the loot equally, strictly observing 
the principle of equality. 

Several Terek and Kuban cossacks in ragged Circassian coats, 
two Kalmyks, a Latvian in hunting boots reaching to his thighs, 
and five sailor anarchists in striped jerseys and faded sailors' kit 
still more varied the already motley, heterogeneous composition 
of the Fomin band. 

Well, you still argue that you aren't in command of brigands, 
but what do you call these, fighters for ideals ? ” Chumakov 
asked Fomin one day, indicating the extended marching column 
with his eyes. “ We only want an unfrocked priest and a few 
swine in trousers, and then we'd have a complete collection of 
the blessed saints.*' 

Fomin ignored the remark. His sole anxiety was to gather 
around him as many men as possible. He took nothing into 
account when he accepted volunteers. He himself questioned 
every man who expressed a wish to serve under his command and 
said curtly : 

“ You're good for service. I'll take you. Go to my chief of 
staff Chumakov; he'll assign you to a troop and give you 
weapons." 

In one of the villages of Migulinsk district a well-dressed, 
ourly-headed and swarthy youngster was brought to Fomin. 
He announced his desire to join the band. On questioning him 
Fomin learned that he was a native of Rostov and had recently 
been sentenced for armed robbery, but had escaped from the 
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Rostov prison and, hearing of Fomin, had made his way to the 
Upper Don area. 

“ What are you by race ? An Armenian or Bulgarian ? ** 
Fomin asked him. 

“ Fm a Jew,” the lad answered in some embarrassment. 

Fomin was dumbfounded at this surprising avowal, and was 
silent for some time. He did not know what to do in such an 
unexpected situation. 

After racking his brains, he sighed deeply and said : 

“ Well, if you’re a Jew you’re a Jew, We don’t look down 
our noses even at such. ... It means one more man. But 
can you ride a horse ? No ? You’ll learn ! We’ll give you 
some quiet little mare to start with, and then you’ll learn. Go to 
Chumakov, he’ll assign you to your troop.” 

A few minutes later the infuriated Chumakov galloped up to 
Fomin. 

“ Are you mad or are you joking ? ” he shouted, reining his 
horse on to its hind legs, “ What the devil have you sent me a 
Jew for ? I won’t accept him ! Let him go to the four corners 
of the earth ! ” 

“ Take him, take him, it’ll make one more I ” Fomin said 
calmly. 

But Chumakov foamed at the mouth and roared : 

“ I won’t! I’ll kill him but I won’t take him ! The cos- 
sacks are kicking up a row about it; you go and talk to them 
yourself.” 

While they were arguing and cursing each other the cossacks 
had got hold of the young Jew by one of the baggage wagons and 
were stripping him of his embroidered shirt and cloth trousers. 
As he tried the shirt against himself one of the cossacks 
said : 

” D’you see that old bush oilt there beyond the village ? Run 
to it at a trot and lie down. You’ll lie there until we leave here, 
and when we’ve gone you can get up and go wherever you like. 
Don’t come near us any more, or we’ll kill you. You’d better 
go back to Rostov, to your mammy. It isn’t your Jewish job to 
fight. The Lord God taught you to trade, not to fight. We can 
manage and tackle that job without you.” 

The Jew was not accepted, but on the other hand that very 
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same day the cossacks caught the halfwit Pasha, known in all the 
villages of the Vieshenska district, and, roaring with laughter, 
assigned him to the second troop. He was captured in the 
steppe, brought to the village and solemnly arrayed in a uniform 
taken from a dead Red Army man. The cossacks showed him 
how to handle a rifle and spent much time teaching him how to 
wield a sabre. 

Gregor was on his way to his horses at the tetherposts, but, 
seeing a dense crowd, he turned aside to see what was happening. 
A roar of laughter caused him to hasten his steps, and then in the 
abrupt silence he heard someone’s sober, monitorial voice : 

“No, not like that, Pasha ! Whoever uses his sabre like that ? 
You can chop wood that way, but not a man. You must do it 
like this, d’you see ? When you catch him, order him at once to 
go down on his knees, for you’ll find it awkward to sabre him when 
he’s standing up. He goes down on his knees, and you come up 
like this, behind him, and slash at his neck. ... Try not to 
cut him straight down, but so as the blade makes a slanting 
cut. . . .” 

Surrounded by bandits, the halfwit stood to attention, firmly 
clutching the hilt of his bared sabre. Smiling and beatifically 
screwing up his grey eyes, he listened to the instructions being 
given him by one of the cossacks. The comers of his mouth 
were dribbling like a horse’s with frothy bits of food, spittle was 
flowing copiously over his coppery red beard on to his chest. 
He licked his dirty lips and said in a tongue-tied lisp : 

“ I get it all, my boy. ... Is this right ? I make the slave 
of God go down on his knees and I cut through his neck . , . 
right through. You’ve given me trousers, and a shirt, and boots. 
. . . Only I haven’t got a coat. . . . You might give me one 
little coat, and then I’ll please you 1 I’ll try with .all my 
might! ” 

“You kill some commissar, and then you’ll have a coat. But 
you might tell us how you got married last year,” one of the 
cossacks suggested. 

A look of elemental fear flickered through the halfwit’s dilated, 
filmy eyes. He uttered a string of curses and, to the accompani¬ 
ment of a roar of laughter, began to tell some story. So loath¬ 
some was the scene that Gregor shuddered and hurriedly turned 
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away. ‘ And it’s with these men that Fve linked my fate ! ’ he 
thought, possessed by feelings of bitterness and anger with him¬ 
self, with all this hateful life. 

He lay down by the tetherposts, trying to close his ears to the 
idiot’s shouts and the cossacks’ thunderous laughter. * I’ll clear 
out to-morrow! It’s about time I ’ he decided, looking at his 
well-fed horses and noting their splendid condition. He had 
taken documents in the name of Ushakov off a dead militia-man 
and had sewn them in the lining of his greatcoat. For some two 
weeks he had been preparing his horses for a short but swift 
gallop. He watered them at regular times, curried them^more 
diligently than he had ever curried his army mounts, by all legal 
and illegal means obtained grain for them at night; and his 
horses looked in better condition than any of the others. Especi¬ 
ally his Ukrainian dapple-grey horse. Its coat shone all over, 
and its hair glittered in the sun like Caucasian niello silver. 

With such horses he could be sure of drawing away from any 
pursuit. He rose and went to a nearby hut. He respectfully 
asked an old woman who was sitting on the threshold of the 
granary : 

“ Have you got a scythe, granny ? ” 

We did have one somewhere. But the Lord knows where 
it is. What do you want it for ? ” 

“ I wanted to cut some green feed in your garden for my 
horses. May I ? ” 

The old woman reflected, and said : 

When will you get off our necks ? It’s nothing but give me 
this, and give me that. One lot comes and demands grain; 
another lot arrives and drags and carts off all they set their eyes 
on. I won’t give you the scythe ! Please yourself, but I won’t 
give you it I ” 

“ Why, can’t you spare the grass, godly old woman ? ” 

** Do you think more grass is going to grow on the bare spots ? 
What am I to feed the cow on ? ” 

“ Isn’t there any grass in the steppe ? ” 

“ Well then, go out into the steppe and cut it, my eagle. 
There’s plenty out in the steppe.” 

Gregor said irritably: 

“ You’d better let me have the 8C3ahe, granny. I’ll cut a little 
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grass and youll have the rest. But if we turn our horses into 
your garden we’ll have the lot.” 

The old woman looked harshly at Gregor and turned away.^ 

” Go and get it yourself,” she said. ” It ought to be hanging 
under the shed.” 

Gregor found an old, broken scythe under the shed. As he 
passed the old woman he distinctly heard her declare : ” There’s 
no salvation from you, damn you ! ” 

That was something to which he would never get accustomed. 
He had long known the cossacks’ attitude towards the band. 
^And they’re right, too,’ he thought, as he carefully swung the 
scythe, trying to mow the grass cleanly, leaving no edges standing. 
" What the devil do they want us for } Nobody needs us ; we’re 
preventing everybody from living and working in peace. A stop 
must be put to this, and about time too! ’ 

Occupied with his thoughts he stood by his horses, watching 
them avidly seizing tufts of the tender young grass between their 
black, velvety lips. He was aroused from his meditation by 
a deep, youthful voice which was obviously on the point of 
breaking : 

” But what a fine horse I He’s a real swan ! ” 

Gregor looked in the direction of the speaker. A young 
cossack who had only recently joined the band was staring at 
Gregor’s grey horse and rapturously shaking his head. With his 
fascinated gaze fixed on the animal he walked round it more than 
once, clicking his tongue. 

” Is he your horse ? ” he asked. 

Why, what do you want to know for } ” Gregor answered 
ungraciously. 

‘‘ Let’s swop I I’ve got a bay of pure Don blood ; he can take 
any obstacle, and he’s spirited : you wouldn’t believe how spirited 
he is I He’s like lightning.” 

” Go to the devil! ” Gregor said coldly. 

The youngster was silent for a moment or two, then sighed 
bitterly and sat down not far off. He stared at the grey for a long 
time, then remarked: 

” You know he’s got the heaves 1 ” 

6regor silently picked at his teeth with a straw. He was 
beginning to like this artless youngster- 
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V Won’t you swop, daddy ? ” the lad asked quietly, looking at 
Gregor with pleading eyes. 

“ No, I won’t 1 I wouldn’t even if you threw yourself in with 
your horse.” 

“ But where did you get it ? ” 

“ I invented it myself.” 

** Oh, come on, tell me the truth I ” 

“ It came through the usual gates : a mare dropped it.” 

“ It’s no use talking to such a fool! ” the lad said in an offended 
tone and went off. 

Empty, as though dead, the village lay before Gregor. Except 
for Fomin’s men, there was not a soul in sight. A wagon 
abandoned in a lane, a chopping block in a yard, with an axe 
hastily driven into it and a half-planed board nearby, haltered 
bullocks lazily cropping the stunted grass in the middle of the 
street, an overturned bucket by the wellshaft—all these things 
testified that the peaceful life of the village had been unexpectedly 
violated, and that the villagers had left their tasks unfinished and 
had gone into hiding. 

Gregor had seen a similar desolation and similar signs of 
hurried flight when the cossack regiments had ridden through 
Eastern Prussia. Now he had lived to see these things in his 
own country. With the same morose and hateful glances had he 
been welcomed then by the Germans and now by the cossacks 
of the Upper Don. He recalled his talk with the old woman and 
mournfully looked about him, unbuttoning the collar of his shirt. 
That accursed pain was again attacking his heart. 

The sun was burning the earth. About the lane hung the 
vapid scent of dust, of goosegrass and horse-sweat. In the 
orchards, on the lofty willows with their sprinkling of ragged 
nests, the rooks were croaking. A little steppe stream, fed by 
springs somewhere at the top of a ravine, slowly flowed through 
the village, dividing it into two parts. On both sides the spacious 
cossack yards crawled down to the water, smothered in a dense 
growth of gardens, with cherry-trees spreading over the windows 
of the huts, apple trees with stout branches stretching their green 
foliage and young bunches of fruits to the sun. 

With misty eyes Gregor looked at the yard overgrown with 
ragged plantain, at the hut with yellow shutters and roofed with 
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straw thatch, at the lofty well crane. By the threshing floor, on 
one of the posts of the old wattle fence, hung a horse’s skull 
bleached with rains; the holes of its empty e^^e-sockets were 
yawning black. A green pumpkin plant entwined the same post, 
winding in a spiral reaching up to the light. It had climbed to 
the top of the post and was clinging with its little tendrils to the 
teeth and the protuberances of the horse’s slrull. Its free end, 
in search of support, was already extending to a branch of a 
guelder-rose bush standing not far off. 

Had he seen all this before in a dream or in his distant child¬ 
hood ? Gripped by a sudden attack of passionate yearning he lay , 
chest downwards under the fence, covered his face with his 
palms and got up only when the distant, long-drawn out shout: 

To horse 1 ” reached his ears. 

§ 4 § 

That night, during the march he rode out of the ranks, halted 
as though to change saddles from one horse to the other and 
stood listening to the slowly distancing, dying clatter of horsehoofs. 
Then, springing into the saddle, he galloped off at right angles 
to the road. 

For three miles he urged on his horses without pause, then 
slowed down to a walking pace and listened ; was there any sound 
of pursuit behind him ? All was quiet in the steppe. Only 
snipe were calling one to another on sandy spits, and somewhere, 
very, very far off, a dog’s baying was faintly to be heard. 

In the sombre sky was a golden sprinkle of twinkling stars. 
Over the steppe was silence and a breeze laden with the native 
and bitter scent of wormwood. Gregor rose in his saddle and 
with all his lungs drew in a deep breath of relief. 
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Long before dawn he galloped into the meadow which stretches 
before Tatarsk. Below the village, where the Don was shallower, 
he stripped, tied his clothes, boots and weapons to his horses’ 
heads and, holding his wallet of cartridges in his teeth, set out 
with the animals to swim the river. The water scorched him 
with its unbearable cold. In the attempt to keep warm he 
paddled swiftly with his right arm, holding the reins tied together 
in his left hand, quietly encouraging the grunting and snorting 
horses. 

On the bank he hurriedly dressed, tightened the saddle-girths 
and, to warm the horses, galloped swiftly towards the village. 
His wet greatcoat, the wet flaps of the saddle, his moist shirt, all 
chilled his body. His teeth chattered, a shiver ran down his 
back, and he trembled all over. But soon the swift ride warmed 
him, and not far from the village he dropped into a walk, looking 
around him and listening intently. He decided to leave the 
horses in a gully. He dropped down to the bottom of the gully 
over the loose, stony rubble of the slope. The stones clattered 
drily under the horses’ hoofs, and fiery sparks were struck out by 
their shoes. 

He tied the animals to a withered elm he had known ever since 
his childhood, and walked to the village. 

And there was the old Melekhov hut, the dark cluster of apple 
trees, the well crane pointing to the Great Bear. Panting with 
agitation, he dropped down to the river, cautiously crawled 
through the wattle-fence of the Astakhovs’ yard, and went up to 
the unshuttered window. He could hear only the hurried beat¬ 
ing of his heart and the muffled roaring of the blood in his head. 
He knocked quietly on the window-frame—so quietly that he 
himself hardly heard the sound. Aksinia silently came to the 
window and looked out. He saw her press her hands to her 
breast and heard a faint groan burst from her lips. He signed 
to her to open the window and removed his rifle from his shoul¬ 
der. She threw the window wide open. 

402 
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** Quieter! How are you ? Don’t open the door, I’ll come 
through the window,” he whispered. 

He stood on the ledge of the house wall. Her bare arms caught 
him around the neck. They trembled and quivered against his 
shoulders so much, did those dear, precious arms, that their 
trembling was communicated to him. 

“ Ksinia . . . wait . . . take the rifle,” he stammered, whis¬ 
pering almost inaudibly. 

, He wanted to embrace her; but she dropped heavily on her 
knees before him, put her arms around his legs, and pressed her 
face to his wet greatcoat. All her body shook with suppressed 
sobs. He lifted her, seated her on the bench. Leaning against 
him, hiding her face on his chest, she was silent, shuddering 
again and again, and with her teeth biting the lapel of his 
greatcoat to stifle her sobbing and to avoid wakening the 
children. 

Evidently she also, strong as she was, had been broken with 
suffering. Evidently her life also had been bitter during these 
past months. He stroked the hair fallen about her back, stroked 
her brow, burning and wet with sweat. He let her weep her fill, 
then asked : 

“ Are the children alive and well ? ” 

” Yes.” 

“ And Dunia ? ” 

“ Dunia too. . . . Alive . . . and well. ...” 

‘‘ Is Mikhail at home ! But wait a bit! Do stop crying, my 
shirt’s all wet with your tears . . . Ksinia, my darling, that’s 
enough. There’s no time for tears, time’s short. ... Is 
Mikhail at home ? ” 

Aksinia wiped her face and pressed Gregor’s cheeks with her 
wet palms. Smiling through her tears, not removing her eyes 
from her beloved, she said quietly: 

I won’t any more. ... I shan’t cry any more. . . . 
Mikhail’s not in Tatarsk, he’s been at Vieshenska for the past 
two months, serving in some military force. Come and look 
at the children. Oh, we weren’t expecting you and we never 
hoped ...” 

Mishatka and PoHushka were sleeping on the bed, their arms 
and legs flung out. Gregor bent over them, stood thus for a 
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moment or two, then tiptoed away and sat down silently beside 
Aksinia. 

“ How about you ? she asked in a burning whisper. “ How 
did you get here } And where have you been all this time ? 
But supposing they catch you ? ” 

** Fve come to fetch you. I don't think they'll catch me. 
Will you come ? " 

“ Where to ? ” 

“With me. I’ve left the band. I was with Fomin, did you 
hear ? ” 

“ Yes. But where can I go with you ? ” 

“ To the south. To the Kuban or farther. We'll manage to 
live and get our food somehow or other. I shan’t be ashamed to 
do any work. My hands are in need of work and not of fighting. 
My soul has fallen sick during these past months. . . . But 
wc’Il talk about that after.” 

“ How about the children ” 

“ We’ll leave them with Dunia. Then we’ll see later on. 
Later we’ll take them too. Well ? Will you come } ” 

“ Grisha. . . . My dearest Grisha. ...” 

“ None of that! No tears 1 That’s enough ! We can cry 
later, there’ll be plenty of time for that. . . . Get yourself 
ready; I’ve got horses waiting in a gully. Well, will you 
come ? ” 

“ Why, what did you think ? ” she suddenly said aloud, and 
fearfully pressed her hand to her lips and glanced at the children. 
“ What did you think ? ” she asked again in a whisper. “ Is my 
life so sweet on my own ? I'll go, Grisha, my darling. I'll go 
on foot, I’ll orawl after you, but I won't stay here alone any longer. 
I can’t live without you. . . . Kill me, but don't leave me 
again.” 

She pressed herself passionately against him. He kissed her 
and glanced covertly at the window. Summer nights are short. 
They must hurry. 

“Perhaps you’d like to lie down for a while?" Aksinia 
asked. 

“ What are you thinking of ? " he exclaimed in alarm. “ It’ll 
be dawn soon, we must be getting off. Dress and go and call 
Dunia. We'll talk it over with her. We must get to Sukhoi dell 
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in the dark. WeUl spend the day in the wood and move on at 
night. Can you ride a horse ? 

“ Lord, Fd manage anyhow, and gladly on horseback ! All 
the time Fm wondering whether I’m dreaming it all. I often 
see you in my dreams . . . and every time different.” She 
hurriedly combed her Mlir, holding the hairpins in her teeth, 
and spoke so quietly as to be unintelligible. She swiftly dressed 
and went to the door. 

“ Shall I wake the children up ? ” she asked. “ You could 
take a look at them.” 

” No, don’t bother ! ” Gregor said resolutely. 

He took, his pouch out of his cap and began to roll a cigarette ; 
but as soon as Alcsinia had gone he hurriedly went across to the 
bed and kissed the children with long kisses. Then he remem¬ 
bered Natalia and much else in his ill-starred life and burst into 
tears. 

As she crossed the threshold, Dunia said : 

” Well, greetings, brother! So you’ve come home ? No 
matter how much you roam about the steppe ...” And she 
broke into lamentations : ” The children have lived to see their 
father. . . . They’ve been made orphans with their father still 
alive.” 

Gregor embraced her, and said sternly : 

” Quieter ! You’ll wake the children up. Drop all that, 
sister I Fve heard it all before. I’ve got enough tears and 
sorrow of my 6wn. I didn’t send for you to hear this. Will you 
take the children and look after them ? ” 

” But where are you going ? ” 

“ Fm clearing out and taking Aksinia with me. Will you 
look after the children ? I’ll get fixed up with work, and then 
I’ll have them.” 

” Why, what else should I do ? If you’re both going of course 
I’ll take them. They can’t be left in the street, and you can’t 
throw them on the mercy of strangers.” 

Gregor silently kissed her and said : 

‘ ‘ My great thanks to you, sister. I kn^w you wouldn’t refuse. 

She sat down on the chest, and asked : 

” When are you going ? At once ? ” 

” Yes.” 


o 
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“ But how about the house ? And the farm ? ” 

Aksinia answered irresolutely ; 

“ You do what you lilce. Let someone live in it, or do whatever 
you can. What is left of the clothing and property you have for 
yourself.” 

” What shall I tell people ? They'IP ask where you've gone, 
and what shall I tell them ? '' Dunia asked, 

“ Say you don't know anything, that’s all,'' Gregor said, and 
turned to Aksinia. “ Ksinia, hurry! Don’t take much with 
you. Just a warm jacket, two or three skirts, whatever linen you 
can, and food for immediate needs, that's all.” 

The dawn was just beginning to spurt when, after saying good¬ 
bye to Dunia and kissing the still sleeping children, Gregor and 
Aksinia went out on to the porch. They dropped down to the 
Don and made their way along the bank to the gully. 

“You and I once went off to Yagodnoe just like this,” Gregor 
said. “ Only you had a larger bundle that time, and we our¬ 
selves were younger. ...” 

Rapturous with joy, Aksinia glanced sidelong at him and 
answered : 

“ But all the time I'm afraid I shall find I've been dreaming. 
Give me your hand : let me touch it, or I shan't believe it.” She 
laughed quietly, pressing against his shoulder as she went. 

He saw her eyes swollen with tears and shining with happiness, 
her cheeks, pale in the glooms of the early morning. He smiled 
indulgently and thought: ‘ She got herself ready and came as 
though going on a visit. . . . Nothing frightens her ; she's a 
great lass ! ' 

As though in answer to his thoughts, she said : 

“ You see the sort of woman I am. ... You whistled, as 
though to a dog, and I ran after you. My love and yearning for 
you, Grisha, has bound me so firmly. ... I'm only sorry for 
the children, but I wouldn't say one ‘ Oh * over myself. I’ll 
follow you everywhere, even to death.” 

Hearing their footsteps, the horses quietly whinneyed. Dawn 
was coming on impetuously. Already a narrow strip of heaven 
in the eastern confines was perceptibly rosy. A mist was rising 
above the waters of the Don. 

Gregor untied the horses and helped Aksinia into the saddle. 
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The stirrup straps were rather long for her legs. Angry at his 
own lack of foresight, he shortened the straps, then mounted the 
second horse. 

“ Keep up behind me, Ksinia. When we get out of the gully 
well ride at a gallop. That won’t shake you up so much. Don’t 
slacken the reins, the horse you’re riding doesn’t like it. And 
mind your knees ! He’s playful at times, and tries to snap at 
your knees with his teeth. Well, off we go ! ” 

It was some five miles to Sukhoi dell. They had soon covered 
the distance and were close to the woods by sunrise. On the 
fringe Gregor dismounted and helped Aksinia off her horse. 

“ Well, how did you find it ? Riding horseback is hard when 
you’re not used to it ? ” he asked with a smUe. 

Crimson with the gallop, Aksinia flashed her black eyes at him. 

“ It’s fine ! Better than going on foot. Only my legs ...” 
She smiled with embarrassment. ” You turn round, Grisha, 
and I’ll have a look. Something’s pinching the skin ... it 
must have got chafed.” 

” That’s nothing, that’ll pass off,” he reassured her. ” Walk 
about a bit, for your legs are trembling a little.” He screwed up 
his eyes and said in a bantering tone : “ Ah, you cossack lass ! ” 

At the very head of the dell he found a small glade and 
said : 

** This’ll be our camp ; make yourself at home, Ksinia.” 

He unsaddled the horses, hobbled them and laid the saddles 
and his weapons under a bush. A copious, heavy dew lay on the 
grass, and beneath the dew the grass seemed dove-grey ; but on 
the slope, where an early morning gloom still lurked, it gleamed 
a dull azure. Orange bumble bees were dozing in the half- 
opened chalices of the flowers. Skylarks were ringing above the 
steppe ; in the grain, in the aromatic steppe grasses, the quails 
were calling : ‘ Time for bed ! Time for bed ! ’ Close to an 
oak bush Gregor crushed down the grass and stretched himself 
out with his head on a saddle. The thunderous tattoo of the 
quails’ struggles, the stupefying song of the skylarks and the 
warm wind, floating from beyond the Don, from sands which had 
burned with heat all night, all disposed him to sleep. Others 
could do as they liked, but for Gregor, who had not slept for 
several nights in succession, it was time for sleep. The quails 
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convinced him, and, overcome with sleep, he closed his eyes. 
Aksinia sat down beside him and was silent, thoughtfully pluck¬ 
ing the violet petals of a flower with her lips. 

“ Grisha, you don’t think anyone will catch us here ? ” she 
quietly asked, touching Gregor’s scrubby cheeks with the flower 
stalk. 

He aroused himself with difficulty from his drowsy oblivion, 
and said hoarsely : 

“ There’s nobody out in the steppe. It’s the slack season now. 
I’ll have a sleep, Ksinia, and you watch the horses. Then you 
can sleep. I’m worn out with lack of sleep. It’s four days since 
. . . We’ll talk afterwards.” 

“ Sleep, my darling ; sleep well! ” 

•She bent over him, gently brushed a strand of hair from his 
brow and quietly touched his cheek with her lips. 

‘‘ My dear, Grisha darling, the grey hairs you’ve got! ” she 
whispered. So you’re growing old ? And yet it’s not so long 
ago that you were a boy. ...” She looked with a faint, mourn¬ 
ful smile into his face. 

He slept, his mouth open a little, breathing regularly. His 
black lashes, with ends bleached by sunlight, quivered very 
gently; his upper lip stirred, laying bare his firmly-clenched 
white teeth. She looked at him more closely, and only then 
noticed how much he had changed during the past few months of 
their separation. There was a harsh, almost cruel expression in 
the deep vertical furrows between her beloved’s brows, in the 
folds of his mouth, in the prominent cheekbones. And for the 
first time it occurred to her that he must be terrible in a battle, on 
a horse, with bared sabre. Lowering her eyes, she glanced at his 
large angular hands and sighed for some reason. 

After a while she quietly rose and crossed the glade, holding 
her skirt high above the dewy grass to keep it from getting wet. 
Somewhere not far off a little stream was purling and tinkling 
over stones. She dropped down to the watercourse, which was 
lined with flat, pale green mossy stones, drank of the cold spring 
water, washed, and rubbed her crimson face dry with her kerchief. 
On her lips was an unfading, quiet smile; her eyes glittered 
joyously. Gregor was with her again ! Once more the unknown 
was beckoning her to a transparent happiness. Many tears had 
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Aksinia shed during sleepless nights, many sorrows had she bom 
during the past few months. Only yesterday she had been in 
the garden, and women hoeing potatoes in neighbouring patches 
had begun to sing a mournful song. Her heart had constricted 
painfully, and involuntarily she had listened : 

Teega^ teega^ grey geese^ home you fly ! 

Surely it's time you came and had a swim ? 

Surely it's time you came and had a swim, 

While /, a woman, sit down and have a cry ? 

So a woman’s soprano voice sang, complaining of her accursed 
lot, and Aksinia lost her self-control; the tears spurted from 
her eyes. She tried to find oblivion in work, to stifle the longing 
which stirred about her heart. But her tears misted her eyes, 
dropped on to the green leaves of the potato plants, on to her 
helpless hands, and she saw nothing and could not work. She 
threw down the hoe and lay on the ground, hiding her face in 
her hands, giving rein to her tears. 

Only yesterday she had been cursing her life, and everything 
around her had seemed as grey and joyless as a cloudy day. But 
to-day the world seemed exultant and bright, as though after 
a plentiful summer downpour. ‘ We too will find our life,’ she 
thought, abstractedly looking at the fretted oak leaves flaming 
beneath the slanting rays of the rising sun. 

Scented, vari-coloured flowers were growing close to the bushes 
and in the patches of sunlight. Aksinia picked a great armful of 
them, carefully seated herself not far from Gregor and, remember¬ 
ing her youth, began to fashion a garland. The result proved to 
be decorative and beautiful. She sat admiring it, then thrust 
several rosy flowers of eglantine into it and laid it at Gregor’s 
head. 

About nine o’clock Gregor was awakened by the neighing of 
the horses and sat up in alarm, groping around him for his 
weapons. 

“ There’s nobody here,” Aksinia said quietly. “ What are you 
afraid of ? ” 

He rubbed his eyes and smiled sleepily. 

“I’ve learnt to live like a hare. You sleep, and even in your 
sleep you peep with one eye and tremble at every sound. ... It 
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takes a long time to get out of that habit, girl. Have I been 
asleep long ? ” 

** No. Would you like to sleep longer ? 

‘‘ I ought to sleep the clock round in order to get all the rest 
I need. We’d better have breakfast. I’ve got bread and a knife 
in my saddlebags; you get them, and I’ll go and' water the 
horses.” 

He rose, took off his greatcoat and wriggled his shoulders. 
The sun was scorching now. A wind rustled the leaves of the 
trees, and through their rustling the singing chatter of the stream 
was no longer audible. 

He went down to the water, made a little dam of stones and 
twigs, then with his sabre, dug up earth and packed it into the 
openings between the stones. When the water gathered b^ind 
his dam he led the horses down and let them drink, then removed 
their bits and turned , them loose to graze again. 

At breakfast Aksinia said : 

“ Where shall we be going from here } ” 

“ To Morozovsky. We’ll ride as far as Platov, and then we’ll 
go on on foot.” 

How about the horses ? ” 

“ We’ll leave them somewhere.” 

“ That’s a pity, Gregor. They’re such good horses; you 
simply couldn’t get tired of looking at that grey. And we’ve 
got to leave him behind ? Where did you get hold of him ? ” 

“ Get hold of him ...” Gregor smiled cheerlessly. “ I 
looted him from an Ukrainian.” 

After a brief silence he said : 

Pity or not, we’ve got to leave them behind. It’s not for us 
to trade in horses.” 

“ But what are you riding with a rifle for ? What good is it 
to you ? God grant nobody sees it, for it’ll bring woe upon us.” 

Who’s going to see us at night ? I kept it just in case. I feel 
lost without it. When we leave the horses I’ll leave the rifle 
behind too. It won’t be needed after that.” 

After breakfast they lay down on his greatcoat. He vainly 
fought against his sleepiness, while Aksinia, resting on one elbow, 
told him the life she had lived without him, and how much she 
had suffered during the past months. He heard her level voice 
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througli his invincible doze and had no strength to open his 
heavy eyelids. At times he completely ceased to hear her. Her 
voice receded into the distance, sounded fainter and died away 
entirely. He shuddered and awoke, but in a few minutes he 
again closed his eyes. His weariness was greater than his desire 
and will. 

*‘ . . . they used to long for you and ask : ‘ Where’s father ? ’ 
I did what I could with them, and almost always I was kind to 
them. They got used to me and quite attached to me and didn’t 
visit Dunia so often. Poliushka’s quiet and gentle. I made 
her dolls out of scraps of material, and she sat with them under 
the table, busying herself with them. But once Mishatka ran in 
from the street trembling all over. ‘ What’s the matter ? ’ I 
asked him. He burst into tears, and such bitter tears. ‘ The 
other boys won’t play with me, they say my daddy’s a bandit. 
Mummy, is it true he’s a bandit ? What are bandits ? ’ I told 
him : * Your daddy isn’t a bandit at all. He’s just . . . unfor¬ 
tunate.’ But he pestered me with his questions : ‘ Why is he 
unfortunate, and what does “ unfortunate ” mean } ’ I simply 
couldn’t explain it to him. They themselves started to call me 
‘ mother,’ Grisha; you mustn’t think I taught them to. But 
Mikhail was quite good to them . . . quite kind. He would 
never speak to me, he turned his back or walked past; but more 
than once he brought sugar for them from Vieshenska. Prokhor 
was always grieving about you. ‘ There’s a good man lost,’ he 
used to say. Last week he came along and talked about you until 
his eyes streamed with tears. . . . They made a search of my 
hut, looking for weapons under the eaves, in the cellar, every¬ 
where. . . .” 

He fell asleep without hearing her story to the end. Above 
his head the leaves of a young elm rustled in the wind. Yellow 
gleams of light slipped across his face. Aksinia long kissed his 
closed eyes, then she too fell asleep, her cheek pressed against 
Gregor’s arm, smiling even in her sleep. 


§ 2 § 

They left Sukhoi dell late at night, when the moon had risen. 
After two hours’ riding they dropped from a rise down to the 
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Chira river. Corncrakes were calling in the meadowland, frogs 
were straining their throats in the reedy backwaters of the river, 
and somewhere in the distance a bittern boomed hollowly. 

Along the riverside extended a mass of orchards, forbiddingly 
sombre in the mist. 

Not far from a little bridge Gregor halted. A midnight silence 
wrapped the village. He touched up his horse with his heels, 
and turned aside. He did not like riding across the bridge. He 
did not trust this silence and was afraid of it. On the outskirts 
of the village they forded the stream, and had just turned into a 
narrow lane when a man rose from a ditch, three more behind him. 

“ Halt! Who goes there ? ’’ 

Gregor started at the shout as though before a blow, and pulled 
on the reins. At once mastering himself, he cried : “ Friends ! ’’ 
and, sharply turning his horse, managed to whisper to Aksinia : 
“ Back ! Follow me ! 

The four men of the outpost set for the night by a grain 
requisitioning detachment silently and unhurriedly came towards 
them. One halted to light a cigarette, striking a match. Gregor 
brought his whip hard down on Aksinia’s horse. The animal 
reared and at once tore away in a gallop. Bending over his 
horse’s neck, Gregor galloped after it. There was a silence 
which lasted for several oppressive seconds, then an irregular, 
rolling volley rang out, and spurts of fire pierced the darkness. 
Gregor heard the burning whistle of the bullets and a long-drawn- 
out shout: 

“ To arms ! ” 

When some two hundred yards from the river Gregor overtook 
the grey horse, which was moving at a long, sweeping gallop, and 
shouted to Aksinia as he drew level: 

“ Bend lower, Ksinia ! Bend lower ! ” 

But she pulled on the reins and, throwing herself back, toppled 
sideways. Gregor managed to hold her or she would have 
fallen. 

“ Are you wounded ? Where have they hit you ? Speak ! ” 
he asked hoarsely. 

She was silent and hung more and more heavily on his arm. 
Pressing her to himself as they galloped, he gasped and whis¬ 
pered : 
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For God’s sake ! Just a word ! What’s the matter with 
you ? ” 

But neither word nor groan did he hear from the speechless 
Aksinia. 

Some two miles outside the village he turned sharply off the 
road, made towards a ravine, dismounted and lifted Aksinia off 
the horse, gently laying her on the ground. 

He removed her warm jacket, tore the thin cotton blouse and 
shirt at her breast, and groped for the wound. The bullet had 
entered her body through the left shoulder-blade, shattering the 
bone and emerging obliquely below the right collar-bone. With 
bloodstained, trembling hands he took his field dressing and 
a clean undershirt from his saddlebag. He raised Aksinia, put 
his knee behind her back, and began to bandage the wound, trying 
to stanch the blood spurting out below J;he collar-bone. The 
pieces of shirt and bandage were swiftly darkened and soaked. 
Blood was even flowing from her half-open mouth, and it bubbled 
and gurgled in her throat. And, going numb with horror, he 
realized that it was all over, that the most terrible thing that could 
happen in his life had already happened. 

Down the steep slope, down a little path trodden out in the 
grass and sprinkled with meadow saxifrage, he cautiously made 
his way into the ravine, carrying Aksinia in his arms. Her help¬ 
lessly hanging head lay on his shoulder. He heard her whistling, 
sobbing breath, and felt the warm blood leaving her body and 
flowing out of her mouth on to his chest. The two horses 
followed him down into the ravine. Snorting, clanking their 
bits, they began to chew the juicy grass. 

She died in his arms a little before dawn. She did not recover 
consciousness. He silently kissed her on her lips,, which were 
cold and salty with blood, carefully lowered her to the grass and 
rose. Some unknown force struck him on the chest, and he fell, 
dropping on his back ; but he at once jumped to his feet in terror. 
He fell yet again, painfully striking his bare head on a stone. 
Then, without rising from his knees, he drew his sabre from its 
scabbard and began to dig a grave. The earth was damp and 
soft. He worked with great haste, but a choking feeling clutched 
his throat, and to breathe more easily he tore open the shirt at 
his neck. The early morning freshness chilled his sweaty breast, 
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and then he found it not so hard to work. He dug out the earth 
with his hands and his sabre, not resting a moment; but while 
he was digging a grave to the depth of his waist much time passed. 

Gregor buried his Aksinia by the brilliant morning light. As 
she lay in the grave he folded her deathly pale, yet swarthy arms 
across her chest, and covered her face with her kerchief, so that 
the earth should not fill her glazing, half-open eyes as they gazed 
immovably at the sky. Then he took his farewell of her, firmly 
believing that they would not be separated for long. 

With his palms he diligently pressed down the damp yellow 
clay over the mound, and remained long on his knees beside the 
grave, his head bowed, his body swaying a little. 

Now he had nothing to hurry for. Everything was finished. 

The sun rose above the ravine through the smoky haze of the 
burning wind from the east. Its rays silvered the mass of grey 
hair on Gregor’s head and slipped over his pale and terribly 
immobile face. As though awaking from an oppressive sleep, 
he raised his head and saw above him the black sky and the 
blindingly glittering, black disc of the sun. 


CHAPTER IX 

§i§ 

In the early spring, when the snow vanishes and the grass 
which has been buried under it during the winter begins to dry, 
fires break out in the steppe. Flames driven by the wind fly 
along in streams, greedily consuming the dry foxtail grass, leap¬ 
ing over the lofty stalks of the thistle-grass, slipping across the 
brown heads of the mugwort, spreading out in the hollows. And 
afterwards the acrid, burning smell of charred and cracked earth 
hangs about the steppe. All around, the young grass is showing 
merrily green, innumerable skylarks are fluttering in the azure 
heaven above, migrant geese are feeding on the nourishing her¬ 
bage, and the bustards are settling for the summer and building 
their nests. But wherever the steppe fires have passed, the dead, 
charred earth blackens ominously. No birds nest on it, the 
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animals pass round it, and only the wind, winged and swift, flies 
across it, carrying the dovegrey ash and the dark, pungent dust 
far over the steppe. 

Like the steppe scorched with fires, Gregor’s life also turned 
black. He had been deprived of everything which was dear to 
his heart. Pitiless death had taken everything from him, had 
destroyed everything. Only the children were left. But he 
himself still clung convulsively to the earth, as though his broken 
life was in very deed of some value to himself and others. 

After burying Aksinia he wandered aimlessly about the steppe 
for three days ; but he rode neither home nor to Vieshenska to 
make his act of submission. On the fourth day, abandoning the 
horses in one of the villages of the Ust-Khopersk district, he 
crossed the Don and made his way on foot to the Slashchevsky 
oak forest, on the fringe of which the Fomin band had first been 
shattered in the previous April. Even then, in April, he had 
heard that deserters had settled in the forest. And to them he 
went, for he had no desire to return to Fomin. 

For several days he wandered about the enormous forest. He - 
was tortured with hunger, but he could not bring himself to go 
to any human habitation. With the death of Aksinia he had lost 
his native wit and his former daring. The snap of a breaking 
twig, a rustle in the dense forest, the cry of anight bird, all reduced 
him to terror and dismay. He lived on the unripe fruits of wild 
strawberries, tiny wild mushrooms, the leaves of hazel-bushes, 
and grew terribly emaciated. At the close of the fifth day 
deserters found him in the forest and took him to their dug-out. 

There were seven of them. They were all inhabitants of local 
villages and had settled in the forest in the autumn of the previous 
year, to avoid being mobilized. In their spacious dug-out they 
lived as comfortably as at home and had need of hardly anything. 
At night they often went off to visit their families, bringing back 
rusks, millet, bread, flour and potatoes. And they had no diffi¬ 
culty in obtaining meat for stewing, from villages where they were 
not known, by occasionally stealing a sheep. 

One of the deserters, who had served in the Twelfth Cossack 
regiment, recognized Gregor, and they accepted him into their 
midst without any great wrangling. 
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§ 2 § 

He lost count of the tormentingly endless days. He lived 
somehow or other in the forest until October, but when the 
autumn rains set in, and then the cold weather, a longing for his 
children, for his native village, awq^e with new and unexpected 
strength within him. 

To kill the time he sat for days on end on his plank bed, carving 
spoons out of wood, hollowing out dishes, dexterously fashioning 
toy figures of people and animals from soft stone. He tried not 
to think of anything, and not to let the venomous longing find its 
jvay to his heart. During the daytime he succeeded, but through 
the long winter nights the yearning engendered of his memories 
overwhelmed him. He tossed long and long on the pallet and 
could not get to sleep. In the daytime none of the other inhabit¬ 
ants of the dug-out heard a word of complaint from him ; but 
at night he frequently awoke trembling and, passing his hand 
over his face, found his cheeks and his dense six months’ growth 
of beard wet with tears. 

He often dreamed of the children, of Aksinia, his mother and 
all his other dear ones who were no longer among the living. 
All his life lay in the past; but the past seemed a brief and fretful 
sleep. ‘ Just to see the old spots once more, to feast my eyes on 
the children ; and then I can die,’ he often thought. 

One day in the early spring Chumakov unexpectedly turned 
up. He was wet to the waist and as cheery and fidgety as ever. 
After drying his clothes by the fire and getting warm, he sat 
down on the pallet beside Gregor. 

“ We’ve done a bit of wandering, Melekhov, since you left us. 
We’ve been almost to Astrakhan and in the Kalmyk steppe. 
... We’ve travelled over the wide world ! And the blood 
we’ve shed . . . there’s no reckoning it! The Reds took Yakov 
Yefimovich’s wife as a hostage and confiscated his property, but 
he went mad and gave orders that everybody who served the 
Soviet regime was to be killed. And we began to kill them all 
off: teachers and doctors and agricultural instructors. . . . 
The devil knows who we didn’t kill! But now they’ve finished 
us, and completely,” he said, sighing and bristling still more 
with cold. ” We were shattered close to Tishanska the first 
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time, and then again near Solony a week ago. We were hemmed 
in on three sides at night, they left us only one way out up a hill, 
and there the snow was lying up to the horses’ bellies. They 
opened fire with machine-guns at dawn, and that was the begin¬ 
ning of the end. They mowed us all down with machine-guns. 
I and Fomin’s young son are the only two who escaped. He, 
Fomin I mean, had taken his son Davidka about with him ever 
since the autumn. Yakov Yefimovich himself was killed. . . . 
I saw him killed with my own eyes. The first bullet hit him in 
the leg and smashed his kneecap, the second struck him a glancing 
blow on the head. Three times he fell from his horse. We 
stopped and picked him up and seated him in his saddle, but he 
would ride on a little way and then fall again. The third bullet 
got him ; it hit him in the side. And then? we had to leave him. 
When I had galloped a little way I looked back, and two horsemen 
were already slashing him with their sabres as he lay. ...” 

” Well, and that’s how it was bound to be,” Gregor said 
unconcernedly. 


§3§ 

Chumakov spent the night in the dug-out, and in the morning 
said good-bye. 

“ Where are you off to ? ” Gregor asked. 

Smiling, Chumakov answered : 

To look for an easy life. Perhaps you’ll come with me ? ” 

” No, you go off by yourself.” 

” You’re right, I couldn’t live with you. Your craft is carving 
cups and spoons, and that’s not in my line,” Chumalcov said 
derisively. He took off his cap and bowed : God save you, 
peaceable brigands, for your hospitality and shelter. May God 
grant you a merry life, for you’re having a boring time here. You 
live in the forest, and d’you call that life ? ” 


§4S 

After Chumakov’s departure Gregor lived another week in the 
forest, then made ready to depart. 

** Going home ? ” one of the deserters asked him. 
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And, for the first time during all his stay in the dug-out, 
Gregor smiled, very faintly : 

‘‘Yes, going home.” 

“ You should wait till the spring. They’ll give us an anmesty 
for Mayday, and then we’ll all go home.” 

“ No, I can’t wait,” Gregor answered, and he said good-bye. 

Next morning he drew near to the Don opposite Tatarsk. He 
stood gazing at his native yard, turning pale with the excitement 
of his joy. Then he slipped off his rifle, took out the shreds of 
hemp he used for cleaning it, and his little bottle of machine-oil, 
and for some reason counted his cartridges. He had twelve clips 
and twenty-six loose bullets. 

Below the cliff the ice had retreated from the edge. The 
translucent green water was splashing and breaking away the 
needly ice along the bank. Gregor threw his rifle and pistol into 
the Don, then poured his cartridges after them and wiped his 
hands thoroughly on the edge of his greatcoat. 

Below the village he crossed the Don over the blue, half- 
thawed and pitted March ice and went with long strides towards 
his hut. When he was still some distance away he saw Mishatka 
on the slope leading down to the landing-stage and could hardly 
keep himself from running to the lad. 

Mishatka was breaking off the icicles hanging from a stone, 
throwing them down the slope and watching fixedly as the blue 
fragments went rolling. 

Gregor went along to the slope and, panting, hoarsely called 
his son ; 

“ Mishenka 1 Little son 1 ” 

Mishatka glanced at him in terror and dropped his eyes. He 
guessed that this bearded and terrible-looking man was his 
father. 

All the gentle and tender words which Gregor had whispered, 
as night after night in the oak forest he recalled his children, now 
fled from his memory. Dropping down on his knees, kissing his 
son’s rosy cold little hands, in a choking voice he uttered only the 
word^: 

“ Little son. . . . Little son. ...” 

Then he took his son by the h^d. Gazing greedily with dry, 
ecstatically burning eyes into the boy’s face, he asked : 
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“ How are you all ? How's auntie, Poliushka ... are they 
alive and well ? " 

Still not looking at his father, Mishatka quietly answered : 

“ Auntie Dunia’s well, but Poliushka died in the autumn . . . 
of diphtheria. And uncle Mikhail's a soldier. ..." 

And now that little thing of which Gregor had dreamed during 
so many sleepless nights had come to pass. He stood at the gate 
of his own home, holding his son by the hands. 

This was all life had left to him, all that for a little longer gave 
him kinship with the earth and with the spacious world which lay 
glittering under the chilly sun. 


THE END 












